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    1. Silent Tears
  

  
    This work brings together a number of related ideas that have been
    dispersed across several of my stories, some published and others not. I have no clue
    where it is going. Will it be a tale of the Dark victorious like the Black Queen
    series? Will it have a happy ending like What Happens in
    Vegas? Will it descend into bleak depression like
    Deal with a Devil? I hope not the third one, but there is no
    way to predict anything right now.

    It is in some ways yet another reaction to what is probably my biggest
    beef with the Harry Potter franchise: how in a world where every main character is a
    wizard, there is no mysticism or real magic in what they do. It's all point a stick,
    say a few rote words, and move on to the next task. There is no effort, no
    creativity, no individuality.

    Let's fix that.

    

    Chapter 1
Silent Tears

    "Where'd she go?! She was right here!"

    A too-thin girl slowly leaned over the edge of the rooftop and glanced down at the
    six boys milling around aimlessly in the narrow dead-end between two school
    buildings. All of them were practically vibrating with confusion, their thoughts
    bouncing around as they tried to figure out where the target of their 'fun' could
    have gone, but the biggest and meanest of them had a thread of fear running through
    him. Thoughts like "People don't disappear" and "She has to be
    here" warred with "How'd she do that?" and "Freaky..." in his
    head. The blond boy lifted his head higher, as though thinking she might have climbed
    up the walls, and she pulled back so he would not get a glimpse of her shaggy black
    hair or her green eyes.

    "She must have jumped over the fence."

    "We were right behind her, Dudley! She's not that fast!"

    "You got a better idea?!" Dudley demanded. No one answered him, and even from on
    top of the building and out of sight she could still feel the satisfaction that
    flooded through him at their acceptance. Three years he had spent putting his little
    gang together, she knew, and even now he still feared that one of them would
    challenge his authority and knock him from the top. He had reason to fear this, too;
    Marcus had considered it several times over the last year, and the only thing that
    was stopping him was that he in turn was afraid that none of the other boys would
    back him up and instead would hold him down where Dudley could beat on him. "Let's
    go. We'll get back at her tomorrow."

    The 'her' in question flopped onto her back with a quiet huff. She rarely expected
    tomorrow to be any better than today, and after hearing that she felt her doubts were
    once again going to be well founded. Boys were not supposed to hit girls, that was
    something the teachers constantly told everyone at Little Whinging Primary School,
    but none of those same teachers would lift a finger to defend her.

    Everyone from the other children to the teachers to the principal all thought the
    same thing. Hazel Potter was weird, a freak, and she deserved whatever happened to
    her.

    Hazel pushed herself upright and glared at the pockets of snow still lingering on
    the tiles. It was not as if it was her fault that strange things always seemed to
    happen to her! Like the time her Aunt Petunia told her she had to wear a black and
    white dress that looked like it was from the 1930s, a dress she knew her aunt had
    picked up for less than a pound at a charity shop. Her aunt had been so pleased with
    herself about that, about how ugly she knew the dress was and how Hazel did not
    deserve to have 'normal people money' spent on her. The next morning, Hazel had woken
    to find the dress had shrunk overnight so small that it would not fit even a doll,
    let alone her. She had spent a week locked in the cupboard under the stairs after
    that, even though no one ever tried to explain how she was supposed to be responsible
    for that.

    Or the time when one of the girls in her class had been making fun of how quiet
    she was only to start braying like a horse. Marissa was unable to talk normally for
    the rest of the day and had to be taken home early by her mother. Because Hazel had
    been the victim, the school had called Aunt Petunia to tell her about it. Hazel's
    shoulder twinged at the memory of Uncle Vernon's punishment for being 'freakish' in
    public like that.

    Even her appearance was considered 'abnormal'. Not necessarily the faded skirt or
    the overlarge shirt that had once been Dudley's, nor the wild black hair that Aunt
    Petunia insisted on cutting as short as a boy's, nor the grass-green eyes that stared
    out from behind ugly plastic glasses. No, it was instead the aftermath of the
    incident that had killed her parents. Her fingers reached up to trace the pale,
    puckered line crossing her throat, sloping upwards slightly as it ran from the left
    to the right. Whatever happened had not just stolen her parents; it also left her
    without a voice to call her own.

    Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon said her parents died in a car crash while driving
    drunk, but that was a lie.

    Her silence was in all honesty only the second oddest thing about Hazel Potter,
    but it was the first thing on people's minds when they saw her, and in many ways it
    was the most debilitating. She could not talk with other children in her class, and
    until she had learned her letters and how to read and write when she first started
    school, she was left with no way to communicate even if she had anyone at home
    willing to listen. Stuck playing charades or writing out anything she wanted other
    people to know, she was intimately familiar with the feeling of being ignored because
    it was so much easier for teachers to ignore her than they could other kids who
    yelled out whatever they wanted to say.

    "Miss Potter! Where are you?!"

    Hazel winced at the shrill sound of Mrs. Nicholson's voice and climbed to her
    feet. Break must be over. Stepping to the edge, she waved her hand until the teacher
    glanced up. The oldest teacher still working at the school stared at her for a long
    moment. "The bloody hell is she doing there?" the woman asked, using
    language Hazel had seen her smack people's hands for using in front of her. Finally
    she voiced the obvious question. "How did you even get up there?"

    Her shoulders slumped at the stupidity of anyone asking her a question like
    that.

    "Right, never mind. Just get down here, you creepy little shit." Hazel
    ignored the insult with the ease of long practice and started looking for a ladder,
    but she froze in place when she heard Mrs. Nicholson's next words.

    "When you come down, go to the principal's office and wait for your aunt."

    

    The car ride back to Number 4 Privet Drive was anything but quiet, even if nobody
    spoke. In the back seat next to Hazel, Dudley sat with a big fat grin, his piggy
    little eyes watching her in anticipation of the punishment she was sure to receive.
    Ugly laughter echoed in his head, and his thoughts turned towards what his daddy
    would do to the dumb freak. In the driver's seat, Aunt Petunia was distracted by
    having to keep her eyes and attention on the road, but whenever she looked in the
    rearview mirror and caught a glimpse of Hazel, a terrible anger would overtake her
    and she would have to look forwards again. "She's not just a freak. She's an
    abomination. Why were we the ones who had to take her in? Should have taken her to an
    orphanage as soon as we found her on the front step."

    Hazel had been six years old when she realized hearing other people's thoughts was
    not something Normal People did. It was certainly not something anyone else on Privet
    Drive and the nearby streets could do, otherwise the ladies in Aunt Petunia's tea
    group would realize they all hated one another and quit wasting their time trying to
    impress everyone else. She only knew for sure that it was something abnormal –
    something special and unique to her – when she had asked her year 1 teacher
    why she thought Hazel was so disturbing. The teacher gave her a nonsense answer about
    how all children were special and precious even as fear and the question of how she
    could be so easily seen through danced around her mind.

    Over the next few years, Hazel had learned a number of lessons that made her ever
    more eager for the chance to leave Little Whinging when it came time for secondary
    school or, barring that, when she turned eighteen. First, the people in this town
    were all awful. The children thought she was weird and creepy and were happy to
    remind her of that if she came too close to them. The adults, the same ones who
    smiled and said everyone should be treated equally and everyone should be nice to
    each other, were more than willing to turn a blind eye whenever anything happened to
    the mute girl who always saw too much, always knew too much, for they had the same
    opinions as their children.

    Second, and related to the first, people were liars. Rarely did their words match
    their thoughts, and many of them were quick to punish people for the same things they
    did. Mrs. Nicholson was a prime example of this.

    And third, the Dursleys were not her family. Not really. Families were supposed to
    love and care for each other; they were supposed to be the one group of people she
    could count on no matter what. That was what all the books she had read in school
    told her. The Dursleys did not care for her. They hated her, Aunt Petunia even more
    than Uncle Vernon and Dudley, and wanted nothing to do with her. Every time they
    locked her in the cupboard that served as her bedroom, they wished they did not have
    to have her in the house at all.

    The only reason they had not thrown her out already was an image of a dark figure
    that sometimes crossed their minds when they let her out of her cupboard or after
    Uncle Vernon smacked her. She did not know who this figure was, but she knew they
    feared him more than they hated her, if only by a little.

    She did not know when or if their opinions would tilt the other way, but it seemed
    like as she got older, their hatred and more recently their fear of her were growing
    stronger and faster.

    They pulled up into the driveway in front of Number 4, and Hazel barely had time
    to grab her backpack before Aunt Petunia opened the door and twisted her ear. "Get
    inside, freak, before anyone sees. In your cupboard. Now. Should lock
    you inside and let you starve. We'd be rid of you then. What have I told you
    about being… abnormal in public?!"

    Hazel reached for her bag to grab her pen and pad of paper, but Aunt Petunia
    yanked harder on her ear. It was not as if she did whatever she did on purpose! Aunt
    Petunia did not really care about that, though. Intentions or accidents meant nothing
    when it came to her.

    "She's getting worse. She'll be just like Lily at her age soon."

    Like Lily? Hazel twisted in her aunt's grasp to stare up at the blonde woman. Aunt
    Petunia rarely thought of Hazel's mother, in fact did her best not to think of her at
    all, and this was the first time Hazel had heard anything about her mother being like
    her. The confusion and curiosity in her eyes startled Aunt Petunia, and the woman
    opened the cupboard door and threw Hazel and then her backpack inside. "You'll stay
    in there for a week. If you do anything freakish, any magic, it'll be
    longer!"

    That word swirled around in Hazel's mind as she sat for hours in the dark and
    spawned countless questions to which she had no answers. Magic? What she could do,
    that was magic? Her mother could do magic? What else could she do, could
    they do? Were there other people like her out in the world?

    She knew exactly when Aunt Petunia told Uncle Vernon what happened earlier that
    day because the wave of utter rage and terror hit her almost like a physical thing.
    He stomped up to the door of her cupboard. For a long moment she worried he would
    decide to reach inside, but in the end he decided to stay on the opposite side of the
    door "Maybe we should have listened to Marge. Drowned the girl when she was a
    baby. You are staying in this cupboard until you've learned your lesson! Do you
    hear me, girl? It's long past time you start acting like a regular, normal person!
    But she won't. She was never normal, and she'll never be normal. I won't have
    that in my home!"

    The thoughts in Uncle Vernon's head sent shivers down Hazel's spine. She barely
    breathed until he finally walked away towards his and Aunt Petunia's bedroom. This
    was not the first time a Dursley had wanted her to die, but before it had only been
    Aunt Marge, Uncle Vernon's sister, who thought that. Until tonight, that was, and the
    very fact that he was seriously considering following her advice terrified Hazel.

    Whoever that dark figure in the Dursleys' memories was, he was no longer the
    person they feared most. But unlike him, her they could do something
    about.

    She had to escape this cupboard. This house. These people. Or else they might very
    well kill her this time.

    

    Whenever the Dursleys locked her in her cupboard for days and days like this, they
    did not leave her entirely alone. She was let out to use the loo and drink a glass of
    water exactly twice a day. Two glasses of water a day was not enough; they knew that,
    and therefore Hazel did too. As the days went on, she would feel more and more sick
    until most days she wanted nothing more than to go back into the cupboard and
    sleep.

    Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon both thought this was the best way to 'fix' her.

    Hazel looked up at the bottom of the stairs that made up the top of her cupboard
    and waited for silence to fill the house. Six days she had spent locked in her
    cupboard so far. The fear and anger the Dursleys had not decreased, though unlike
    that first night they were no longer considering starving or drowning her. Their
    minds instead had focused on all the chores they could give her to keep her too busy
    to cause trouble. They thought if they physically wore her out, strange things would
    cease to happen around her. She doubted it would work, but as the days went by and
    the sense of danger shrank, she was tempted to keep her head down and not rock the
    boat.

    The downside to that idea was that she would have to let go of the questions Aunt
    Petunia's accidental thought had uncovered.

    The house creaked, and Hazel closed her eyes and tried to focus. That was fear of
    the unknown talking. What she should be afraid of was what would happen in the
    future. The odd events – the magical events – around her were becoming stronger and
    stranger, and her aunt and uncle's punishments for them were getting worse in
    response. They had decided not to kill her this week, but would that continue to be
    the case in a year, or two, or five? In the worst case, was it possible for their
    patience to last another nine years until she turned eighteen and finally left Privet
    Drive behind forever?

    She did not like those odds. The sooner she escaped this place, the safer she
    would be.

    Her punishment gave her the perfect opportunity to work through what had happened
    at school. One moment, she was being chased by Dudley's gang, and the next moment she
    was on top of the building. Other than a strange squeezing sensation, almost as if
    she were toothpaste being forced out a tube, it had been instant. Teleportation was
    yet another thing the Dursleys said was impossible, but so was everything she had
    ever done. What she really wanted to know was whether she could do it again. Every
    night when the Dursleys went to sleep, she attempted to repeat the experience.

    The results so far were… less than encouraging.

    Once again, Hazel imagined that squeezing sensation and pictured the kitchen of
    Number 4. Once again, that sensation failed to come, and she opened her eyes to find
    herself still in her cupboard. What am I doing wrong?, she wondered,
    scrubbing her eyes to wipe away the sleep dust that was trying to form. Practicing
    all night and trying to sleep through Aunt Petunia moving around in the house
    watching the telly during the day did not lend itself to much in the way of rest, and
    that was not helping either, she was sure. Still, she had limited time in which to
    figure out what she was doing. Now was no time to relax.

    When I did it Friday, I was running from Dudley. Can't exactly run around in
    here, she thought with a look around the cramped interior of the cupboard that
    was not large enough for her even to stand, and I wouldn't ask Dudley to chase me
    even if I could. I wanted to be somewhere else, but I'm imagining where I want to go
    and not getting there. I know I don't want to be here, but that doesn't work
    either. Nor does imagining the kitchen and wanting not to be here. What else
    is there?!

    After so many nights without making any headway, Hazel was losing her patience.
    How could it be so difficult to do intentionally what she did on accident without
    even knowing she could do it? She swept her hand out and yanked it back when it
    banged painfully into the wall. She was not asking for much, was she?! All she wanted
    was to be. In. The. Kitchen—!

    The cupboard collapsed around her and squeezed all the air out of her chest. For a
    long second she was afraid she would suffocate, but then with a 'crack' she fell
    forwards onto a linoleum floor. She recognized these tiles.

    Hazel would have whooped with joy if she could make such a sound. Instead she
    climbed to her feet and ran to the cupboard. Unlocking it was easy now that she was
    on this side of the door, and she pulled out the few clothes she had and stuffed them
    into her backpack. Her school books and notebooks she left on the cot in the cupboard
    with the exception of one blank pad of paper and the collection of colored pens she
    had collected over the years whenever she found one abandoned on the floor. These she
    would need if she wanted to talk to anyone she met.

    She had plenty of space left in her bag, and she ran down the mental checklist she
    had made the first night locked in the cupboard when she had decided she could not
    wait until she got into secondary school or became an adult. She was leaving Privet
    Drive for good. Tonight.

    Just because she was young did not mean she was a fool. She knew she could not run
    away and stay away with nothing but a few changes of clothes in a backpack. She
    needed something to live off of. Her next stop was therefore back in the kitchen.
    Cans of vegetables and meat, a jar of peanut butter, and a loaf of bread filled that
    extra space easily. It weighed her down, of course, but it would give her something
    to eat while she was planning her next move.

    Her eyes fell on Aunt Petunia's purse, and she nibbled on her bottom lip. Taking
    food from the cabinets was one thing. Stealing money was another altogether. Stealing
    was something no one was supposed to do. But neither is treating 'family' like
    Aunt Petunia does me, she thought. Opening the purse before she lost her nerve,
    she pulled out a sheaf of bills and shoved them in her pocket.

    There. She had clothes, food, and money. She had everything she wanted to take
    with her from Privet Drive.

    She stopped and looked down the hall in the direction of Aunt Petunia and Uncle
    Vernon's bedroom. Nearly everything, that was. She set her backpack down in the front
    hall and padded her way through the house in her socks, slowly opening a door to
    reveal her aunt and uncle lying in bed sound asleep. There was one thing Aunt Petunia
    still had that Hazel wanted, needed, more desperately than she has ever
    needed anything else before.

    Aunt Petunia's thoughts were proof that Hazel's mother had abilities similar to
    her own. What exactly was their magic capable of? How much did Aunt Petunia know
    about the hows and whys? Hazel did not expect her to be a walking encyclopedia of all
    things magic – the idea that her aunt would go out of her way to learn about
    something she so clearly hated was laughable – but whatever she knew was more than
    Hazel did. Even a single hint would give her a direction to start looking.

    If the number of odd things that had already happened around Hazel were any hint,
    she could probably spend her whole life digging into its mysteries. She could not say
    for sure that she would want to do that forever, but it was far and away the most
    interesting thing she had come across in her life so far. It was better than learning
    her multiplication tables and how to use semicolons, that was for sure.

    Hazel leaned over her sleeping aunt. She had only done something like this once,
    when she was trying to figure out why Melissa Grant hated her so much back in year 3.
    By 'pushing' herself into Melissa's eyes instead of just listening, she had gotten a
    flurry of sounds and images and a splitting headache and given Melissa another reason
    to hate her. The entire thing had caught her off-balance, but with Aunt Petunia
    asleep and plenty of time on her side, she should be able to get a better picture of
    what was going on.

    Peeling one of her aunt's eyes open, she let herself fall into the mind behind it.
    Tell me about my mum. Tell me about our magic.

    Images flew past her, bits and pieces of memory trying to drown her in the
    past.

    …"I don't want you or your freak boyfriend here!" Petunia, dressed up in a
    fancy white gown, screaming at a woman with long red hair and Hazel's eyes…

    …That same woman, now a girl not much older than Hazel herself, leaping off a
    swing and drifting to the ground…

    …A letter with old-fashioned writing on it, addressed to Petunia
    Evans…

    …"Lily, stop it!" Petunia shouted as cups and dishes whirled around a crying
    teenaged girl…

    …A flower in a little girl's hand, opening and closing while she
    giggled…

    …Hazel staring up at her, eyes cold and distrustful…

    …Opening the door to get the milk only to find a basket with a black-haired
    girl inside…

    …"Muggles are not allowed"…

    …Lily holding a teacup in her hand as it shifted smoothly into a white
    mouse…

    …"It's good you're being separated from normal people"…

    …"Your sister and her husband have passed away"…

    …Teenaged Petunia shoving Lily away, causing the younger girl to burst into
    tears…

    A loud snort distracted Hazel from the onslaught of memories, and Uncle Vernon
    rolled onto his side and sat up. He pushed himself out of the bed before taking a
    couple of steps towards the loo. Hazel held her breath, hoping against hope that he
    would keep walking and close the door. If he did that, she could slip away and make
    her escape with him being none the wiser.

    He scratched his belly and turned to the side, his sleepy mind filled with
    thoughts of finding his slippers. Seeing something out of the corner of his eye, he
    looked over and stared straight at Hazel. All thoughts of sleep or slippers vanished
    and were replaced by fear that burned into anger.

    "Girl!"

    Hazel was already moving, her sock-clad feet slapping against the wooden floor.
    She had to run! Now! She slid through the living room and bounced off the wall, her
    backpack and the front door only a short distance in front of her and taunting
    her.

    Uncle Vernon ran out of the bedroom, a cricket bat held tight in his hands.

    There was no time to stop for her shoes or her coat. She ran down the hall, her
    backpack jumping into her hand without her having to bend down and pick it up. The
    front door opened outwards rather than in, a small mercy now, and a moment later she
    was sprinting down the snowy sidewalk towards Magnolia Crescent.

    "You better run, girl! I'm going to bash your head in!" Uncle Vernon had
    not stopped at the doorstep. He was still after her, and while he was even less of a
    runner than Dudley, he was taller than her and had longer legs. She dared not look
    behind her to see whether he was gaining on her or falling behind. She did not have
    the time to spare. She needed to be away from him, away from here.
    Somewhere, anywhere, she did not care. As long as it was somewhere safe!

    Her entire body was squeezed through a tube, and Hazel Potter vanished from Privet
    Drive.

    

    I did some research into runaway youth before writing this story. The
    statistics are downright depressing. For example, did you know Hazel would be just
    one of the more than 100,000 kids who run away from home in the UK every single year?
    I won't include many of the major risks runaways face in this story (especially drug
    use and needing to trade sex for food or shelter), but some of the other things Hazel
    will experience are similar to those faced by real-world runaways, just with a
    fantasy bent.

    As you can see, Hazel is very, very
    different from canon Harry. Most of that is because unlike canon, Hazel had
    it thrust in her face on a daily basis that the Dursleys did not and never would love
    her. That is going to do a number on anyone's psyche.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    2. Freedom
  

  
    Catsieee: Hazel is a full-on Legilimens. I wasn't a huge fan of
    the Fantastic Beasts movies (in fact, I never finished the second one), but Queenie's
    ability was… interesting, even if it does contradict what Snape said about
    Legilimency not being the same as "reading minds". Or maybe he doesn't know as much
    about it as he thinks he does. Regardless, I'm trying to strike a balance between the
    two, so surface thoughts are there for the taking but memories are harder to parse
    out and interpret.

    Chicwowwow: Oh, Hazel will have friends. Just not the kind you
    expect. ;-)

    "Hazel's mute? That's different": It is, though the novelty is
    only one of the three reasons I went with it and honestly the least important. The
    second reason is because I don't want to imagine how short her lifespan would have
    been had she been able to tell the Dursleys that she could hear their every thought.
    If she had to wait until she could read and write, it makes her safer because she
    would know by that point that any hint of freakishness would be severely punished.
    The third reason… You'll just have to wait and see.

    

    Chapter 2
Freedom

    The poorly lit sidewalks of Privet Drive vanished into darkness, and something
    came out of nowhere to crash into Hazel's chest and drive her to the ground.

    It was only as she lay on a surprisingly carpeted floor trying to catch the breath
    that had been knocked out of her that her eyes adjusted to the lack of light that she
    realized where her terrified teleportation had taken her. She was back at school,
    more specifically in the library. That thing that hit her? A table she had run into
    all on her own.

    Why in the world had she come here of all places?

    She pushed herself up on her hands and looked around at the bookcases that
    surrounded her. Maybe it did make a little bit of sense, she decided as she thought
    over it some more. This was not like the little skip and hop she took to get from her
    cupboard to the kitchen; it was closer to what happened when she was running away
    from Dudley and his gang. Once again, she was running away from an angry Dursley, and
    one again this freakish—

    No, she decided as she realized what she was thinking. She was still believing the
    lies of her aunt and uncle. She was not a freak. She was special.
    She was a witch, a sorceress, a magician.

    Who else could have done something like this?! She had just teleported! It was
    like having superpowers off the telly.

    Hazel climbed to her feet and nodded. She had magic powers, and Aunt Petunia and
    Uncle Vernon were scared of her and what she could do. Which was really, really
    stupid of them. She held no illusions about what they wanted out of life. They wanted
    to be praised and talked about and envied. If Aunt Petunia had taught Hazel what
    little she knew about her mother and their shared powers, she could have done all
    sorts of things for their benefit.

    It would serve them right if she came back once she had learned what she was doing
    and taught them a lesson.

    Thinking about that confrontation brought back the recent memory of her uncle
    chasing her down the street with a cricket bat, and she shuddered. Maybe getting even
    with the Dursleys was something to put a little farther down on her to-do list.

    Anyway, the library. She knew why she showed up here when she was trying to go
    anywhere to get away from Uncle Vernon. The library had been her safe place more
    often than not whenever Dudley was after her. The librarian did not approve of ruckus
    or horseplay, and as long as Hazel was quiet – obviously an uphill battle – when
    Dudley wanted to start something, it was the boys who would get thrown out and she
    could be left alone.

    Miss Brandine was probably her favorite out of all the staff at school, if only
    because she was the only one who appreciated Hazel's inability to speak.

    She rubbed the lingering ache in her chest and carefully wandered over to where
    she thought the light switch was. A minute or two of searching finally found it, and
    she smiled when the library was lit up so she could actually see. That smile faded a
    moment later.

    Yes, she was away from Privet Drive. That just meant she had no clue what to do
    from here. It was not as if she could stay here at school even if she wanted to.
    Everyone here ignored her at best, and it was not as if there were any classes here
    about what to do if someone suddenly learned they had inherited magic powers from the
    mother their aunt never talked about.

    …At least, she did not think there were. Hazel took a moment to imagine that but
    quickly shook her head. That was silly. The people of this town were too plain, too
    boring, to be training a coven of witches in secret.

    Knowing that she could not stay here did nothing to help her figure out where she
    did want to go. A yawn caught her by surprise and reinforced the importance of
    deciding on her next step. She had spent the last week pushing herself every night
    just to get the one thing she could do working. She needed rest.

    She would get neither here, not sleep nor information—

    Some place in the back of her mind snapped the pieces together, and her eyes
    opened wide. Perhaps she should look for both in the same place. She would
    not find any useful information in the school library, but she might in a real
    library. Little Whinging did not have a public library, but Greater Whinging
    did. She had seen in, too, albeit from a distance during a school trip when
    Aunt Petunia could not come up with a reasonable excuse for why Dudley could go but
    Hazel could not. Her mother must have learned how to control her magic to be able to
    do all the things Hazel saw in Aunt Petunia's memories, which meant a book or a
    teacher existed somewhere. She just had to find it.

    Why did Uncle Vernon have to wake up before she could learn anything useful?!

    Greater Whinging had another advantage, now that she thought about it. No one
    would recognize her. Being unknown meant no one would call the Dursleys and tip them
    off about where she was hiding. Somehow, she did not think they would welcome her
    back with open arms after this. Uncle Vernon would be more likely to try finishing
    what he started.

    Now that she had a plan, Hazel wracked her brain trying to remember what the
    library looked like. Teleportation seemed to work better if she knew where she was
    going. That she appeared in the library when she reached out for somewhere safe was
    proof enough of that. Try as she might, she could not remember what it looked like,
    but she thought she remembered where she had been when she saw it on the trip. They
    had lunch at a small sandwich shop, though it did not serve normal sandwiches. It was
    something foreign. Cuban, that was right; Uncle Vernon had thrown a fit that the
    school fed his precious Dudders 'dirty Commie food'.

    That place she remembered.

    She hitched her backpack higher on her shoulders. Step one, get to the sandwich
    shop. Step two, find the library. Step three… she would figure out when she finished
    the other steps. Picturing the restaurant as best she could, she closed her eyes and
    willed herself to be there.

    One eye cracked open to find her still in the school library.

    Perhaps it was a good thing she could not speak because the words running through
    her head right now would have even loving relatives washing her mouth out with soap.
    This worked three times already! Twice on accident, and again on purpose! Why was it
    not working now?!

    Alright Hazel, she asked herself, pushing her frustration away just as
    she always had to do back home, what's different this time? There had to be
    an explanation. It obviously was possible since she had done it. It could be done
    intentionally, too. She had to be missing something, something fundamental.

    The first time, she was trying to escape Dudley.

    The second time, she was trying to escape the cupboard.

    The third time, she was trying to escape Uncle Vernon.

    Hazel blinked. Was that the secret after all? Was what she was doing only for
    getting away? That seemed astonishingly limited for magic of all things, but she only
    learned about magic a week ago in the first place. There were bound to be rules she
    knew nothing about. I'm not going to the restaurant. I'm just trying to get away
    from this place, and the restaurant is the most convenient place to go.

    Still nothing.

    She gave a nearby chair an angry kick and hopped on her other foot when the chair
    hit back. No shoes, right. She fell into a different chair, one that thankfully did
    not attack her, and rubbed her stubbed toes. If escaping was not the trick, what
    was?

    The message of her aching toes slowed to a stop. This was not the first time she
    got angry tonight. She had been angry at her lack of success, and that was when she
    actually succeeded. When she was running away, she was scared, terrified in the case
    of Uncle Vernon. And now that her thoughts were running in this direction, she looked
    back at all the other times she had used her magic, even if only by accident. Every
    single time, she was angry or scared. Not when she was happy, the few times she had
    truly been happy. Not when she sat in her cupboard crying.

    Anger. Fear. Those were the only common factors. Was that the fuel her magic
    needed?

    It was not difficult to feel angry, nor after everything that happened this night.
    Being lied to. Being chased down. Being stuck in her school because her magic
    would not cooperate. She had every right to be angry! All she want was to go
    to a stupid sandwich shop! Was that really so hard?!

    She jumped up in the air—

    —and her feet landed in snow.

    Her breath blew out in a thick cloud while she looked down an unfamiliar street,
    and she turned her head to the right to find the front of a little eatery squeezed
    between two bigger stores. She jumped again, but this time in joy. She had done it!
    She was one step closer to mastery over teleportation and her magic in general.

    Hazel hoped as she got more experience, she would be able to do stuff like this
    without needing to be mad. She only imagine what kind of person she would become if
    she had to be angry all the time. If Aunt Petunia's memories were any indication,
    though, her mother appeared to be able to control her own powers without it, so more
    likely it was just a matter of practice.

    An ice-cold wind swept through the street and drove knives into her skin. Dudley's
    castoffs and the few cheap skirts Aunt Petunia had reluctantly purchased for her were
    too old and worn thin to provide effective protection against the winter's chill. It
    would be pitiful for her to escape her relatives' wrath only to freeze to death on
    the way to safety. Instead she wrapped her arms tight around her thin body to try to
    hold in what warmth she could and started trekking through the snowy sidewalks. She
    thought the library was this way, but with all the snow in the air that had been
    kicked up by the wind, she could not say for sure. She would have to hope she got
    lucky.

    Her own thought startled a scoff out of her. Luck. Right. Because she was just the
    epitome of a lucky girl.

    The wind pushed her off the sidewalk more than once as she stumbled her way down
    the street on feet that had long ago gone numb, but eventually a white building came
    into view through the storm of white that was nearly blinding her. Several steps
    later, the words Greater Whinging Public Library could be seen carved into
    the wall above the pillars. And beyond those pillars lay doors that would be her
    salvation.

    Hazel slipped as she walked up the steps and scrambled the rest of the way on all
    fours. Inside of the library lay only darkness, but she would take it so long as it
    was warm. Her hand wrapped clumsily around the handle, but no matter how hard she
    tugged, the door refused to budge. It was locked tight.

    Tears of frustration gathered in her eyes. This wasn't fair! Not when she had come
    this far. Was it too much to ask for to be allowed to live after running away from
    the only home she knew? Could she not get even that little bit of mercy?

    It was only because she was pressing her head against the door that she heard the
    soft click. Trying the handle again, the door moved easily.

    She squeezed through the door and closed it quickly behind her, breathing out a
    sigh of relief. Oh warmth, how I love you. Looking up from the ground, she
    smiled when she saw the stacks stuffed with books of all sorts. This place was so
    much bigger than she had imagined. It was surely far from the largest library in the
    country, of that she had no doubt, but it was large enough for her to start her
    search. Exactly what she would look for was a decision for after sleeping.

    Climbing the stairs to the top floor, she found a room with several desks pushed
    against the walls. One lesson she had learned at Privet Drive would likely remain
    useful for a long time to come: as long as she stayed out of the way, people would be
    less likely to actively search for her. She pushed her backpack into a corner under
    one of the desks and climbed in after it.

    Sleep claimed her almost before she closed her eyes.

    

    Opening her eyes was nearly painful, but slowly Hazel managed it and looked around
    herself. The room she had chosen as her temporary resting place was all but empty,
    and the one man who was in the room had headphones covering his ears as he stared
    into a machine sitting on the desk that she had not noticed during her wandering.
    With sight and hearing both occupied, it was no challenge to leave him to his
    research into… fashion trends of the 1930s?

    Hazel stared at him for a long time before shaking her head. Grown-ups were
    weird.

    This time she really did leave him alone, moving on for her actual goal. The
    question still lingering in her mind was where she would find any information about
    magic. It was clearly something rare, otherwise she would have heard of it before
    now. Any stories that talked about it were make-believe if her teachers were to be
    trusted. So where would she find hints about how to control her powers and use them
    at will?

    A sliver of worry wormed itself into her heart. Maybe the reason it was considered
    nothing but a flight of fancy was because it was so rare that there were no books or
    lessons to be found. Maybe her mother had nothing but her own guesses to guide her,
    and now what lessons she had learned were lost forever.

    She shook her head. This was not the time for despair and doubt. There was
    something, somewhere, to help her. She was sure of that much.

    Outside the room where she had slept, the main room of the library was open in the
    middle from the ground floor all the way to the third, giving the building a bright
    and open feeling. Coming off the circular walkways on the higher floors like the one
    where she stood now were a number of rooms full of more books. It was certainly a
    better place to start looking for magic lessons than anywhere in Little Whinging. She
    just hoped it would be enough.

    Unfortunately she had no clue where in this building she needed to start looking,
    but another look downwards gave her a guide. Specifically, the card catalog was in
    the middle of the circular ground floor. Surely there would be a listing for magic in
    there. Right?

    It was only when she started down the stairs that she realized there might be a
    small problem.

    "Why isn't she wearing any shoes?"

    "Look at her clothes. Did she dig them out of a skip or something?"

    "Who let someone like that in here? I
    didn't give them a donation so they could let her kind in here."

    She shot the man who made that last thought an ugly look. What did he mean, 'her
    kind'? Was he talking about her clothing? It was not her fault this was all she had
    from the Dursleys. She would wear better clothes if she had them!

    Forcing his nastiness out her her own head, she meandered over to the card catalog
    and pulled open the drawer labeled 'M'. It was time to find some answers.

    "What are you doing here? Probably plans to pick people's pockets or
    something." Hazel looked up to find a librarian staring down at her, her eyes
    holding none of the faint warmth that Miss Brandine's had. They instead flickered to
    each article of her clothing in an increasing wordless disgust. Then those judging
    eyes reached her feet and lit up with satisfaction. "There's a reason I can get
    rid of her. You can't be in here without shoes, girl. Get out."

    She looked around quickly, searching for a piece of paper or anything else she
    could write on. She did not know what kind of lie she would tell, especially not when
    this woman was already set on kicking her out, but anything would be better than
    silence.

    "I said out!" The librarian grabbed a long ruler, and knowing from the direction
    of the woman's thoughts that her choices were to leave without being hit or to be
    driven out after getting hit, Hazel took the less bad option and started walking
    backwards towards the door. That walk became a run when the angry librarian chased
    after her. The door slammed shut behind her, and she looked back to find the woman
    shaking the ruler at her. "And she better stay out. Tramps like her can find
    somewhere else to stay warm. Libraries are for decent folk."

    Decent folk, ha! Hazel glared at her through the glass door before shivering.
    'Decent' people did not throw other people out of buildings to stand around in
    nothing but socks in the snow. Again. Not that the librarian cared, if the warning
    look she gave Hazel before returning to the front desk was any indication.

    Another shiver swept through her body. Of course, any extra clothes she could put
    on to stay warm were all safe and sound in her backpack inside the library, as was
    her food and what little money she had. Even if she did not still need to look for
    books about magic, she would need to sneak back inside for all her stuff.

    It looked like she would have to stay on a schedule where she lived by the moon
    rather than the sun.

    The cold was still a problem, and Hazel hopped from one foot to another before
    striking off down the little alleyway between the library and whatever building was
    next to it. She needed to find somewhere to keep from freezing while she was waiting
    for night to fall and the library to close to everyone except her. Somewhere that was
    warm, close to the building, and would not throw her out for wearing her Dursley
    clothes. Somehow, she had a feeling the last would be the sticking point.

    A glance upwards at the fire escape on the side of the other building caused her
    to see a puff of white smoke wafting through the sky. It looked like it was coming
    from the library, but there was no reason it should be smoking like that. She hoped
    it was not on fire, but nobody was running out the front doors, so that was not
    it—

    She slapped her hand over her face in exasperation with herself. That was not
    smoke. It was steam! The library was a big building, so like her school it probably
    had a boiler room or something to heat it. And steam was nice and hot. The roof was
    not the best place to wait out the day, but it was better than freezing to death here
    on the street. She just needed to get up there. Fortunately, she had exactly the
    skill needed to do that.

    It took little effort to get mad at the librarian again. She was mad, and she
    wanted to be up there. Hazel jumped up, but a moment later she hit the damp ground
    again, no higher than she had been before.

    This was certainly not helping her temper, but this time it was directed as much
    at herself as it was anything else. The inconsistency in all this was really getting
    on her nerves.

    She leaned against the brick wall and tried to walk through what had gone wrong
    this time. She had it working just fine last night, when she got angry at
    being in the library. She was clearly still missing something.

    Anger, check. Knowing where I want to go, check. Or check-ish? She looked
    up at the roof again. Maybe it was because she did not know where it looked like?
    That had not interfered with her teleporting when running away from Dudley, but it
    seemed to apply the other times. So it could just be a limitation in that she had to
    know where she was going.

    The other possibility was that maybe the anger had to be more directed, and that
    one struck her as more true. She could not explain why, even to herself, but it just
    felt right. Her emotions had been aligned the previous times with moving from one
    place to another, not just anger at anything at all.

    I'm not just angry at her for kicking me out. I'm angry because not only did
    she kick me out, she did it where I'm going to have to cuddle up to a steam vent just
    to stay warm. Where I'm going to have to wait until night falls just so I can get
    back to my stuff. Focusing on this directed anger and the desire to be up there
    instead of where she was, she hopped once and felt the world try to crush her in
    response. When it failed to do that, she opened her eyes to find that she had
    appeared on the top level of the fire escape just where she was aiming. That had been
    almost easy.

    Could she do it again? Twice in a row?

    Focusing on the rooftop and all the metal ductwork she could see, including the
    short pipe where the steam was pouring out, she ignored the fact that she was thirty
    or so feet above the ground and all it would take was one bad hop for her to tumble
    over the rail and crack her head open like an egg on the tarmac. All she cared about
    was the rooftop. She fed more anger at her situation into her magic, then she jumped
    again.

    A blast of steam nearly burned her face off, and she staggered backwards to get
    away from too much heat before she jumped into the air and threw both her hands over
    her head. She did it! She was starting to get the hang of this whole magic thing!

    Even better, at least for her immediate needs, the roof was relatively dry, and
    there was a section of air vents that was lifted up to provide a small crawlspace. An
    adult would not be able to fit in it, but for a girl as short and thin as she was, it
    was actually rather comfortable. Steam coming out from several feet away wafted
    around her, reaching a nice comfortable middle ground rather than freezing or
    boiling. It was pleasant enough that she found her eyes drifting closed even with
    three cars backfiring in quick succession nearby.

    She had intended to be up at night and sleep during the day. Might as
    well start now.

    

    A chill dragged Hazel back from the land of dreams, and she poked her head out
    from under the ductwork to find that the last rays of the sun were vanishing below
    the horizon and the street lights were already lit. She wiggled out from under the
    ducts and stretched with a wide-mouthed yawn. She must have been a lot more tired
    that she had thought if she was able to sleep the entire day away on a roof.

    That was then, though. Now she was awake, and it looked like all the people
    previously in the library were leaving for their own homes. Probably they have a
    nice warm dinner waiting for them, she added when her stomach chimed in with how
    much it would like a big dinner right about now. She gave it a pat. It would be fed
    soon enough, just as soon as nobody else was in the building and she could let
    herself inside. There was a peanut butter sandwich and a tin of Spam calling her
    name.

    A glance around reminded her of the major issue with her current situation. Namely
    that she had to get back to the ground. She tried to make herself mad at the
    librarian again, but despite her attempts all she could manage was a general sense of
    irritation. There were no flames of anger scorching the back of her eyes. Part of it,
    she knew, was that she did not want to be angry. All she wanted was to get to her
    food.

    Worry started crawling around in her belly, and she walked over to the edge of the
    room and looked down. That was a long drop, but what if she could not get down on her
    own? Her magic got her up here when she should not be able to do so, but that also
    meant no one would come up to help her down. That assumed she could even get their
    attention, since it was not as if she could simply yell for help.

    Her feet scuffed the edge of the roof just as a gust of wind pushed against her.
    She hopped backwards away from the edge before she could fall—

    —and a moment later had to gasp for air when she reappeared in the alleyway. Her
    head whipped up to stare at the roof she had just been trapped on before that burst
    of teleportation caught her off guard. She shook her head. Helpful, but she would
    rather this magic she was exploring be difficult than unpredictable.

    Getting back into the library when the library was locked tight was a little more
    difficult, but this time her frustration caused the doors to unlock themselves just
    as they had the night before. Hazel gave the doors a considering look as she turned
    the knob to lock the door again. That was a useful trick. There were many a day at
    Privet Drive she would have appreciated being able to do just that to let herself out
    of the cupboard.

    She had no intention of turning on every light in the building, but a torch would
    be just as useful. In a building this size, they had to have one somewhere. A quick
    search of the drawers in the front desk, and then she flicked the light on and shined
    it at the card catalog.

    Another rumble from her stomach reminded her of her priorities. Right.
    Food, then magic.

    

    For a mute girl, Hazel can sure use a lot of words to talk about nothing
    in particular. I originally planned not to put her own thoughts into italics, but as
    I was writing it I felt leaving them out would be too much tell and too little
    show.

    There shouldn't be much more of this "I did it just fine last time" stuff,
    but considering Apparation is considered difficult even for fully trained witches, it
    made sense that it takes a nine-year-old girl a few attempts to get it under control.
    Even Tom Riddle wasn't that ambitious.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    3. The New Me
  

  
    PencilMonkeyGaiden: Mr. Headphones Guy was listening to a Walkman
    and looking at stuff on a microfilm machine. The first draft said that explicitly,
    then I realized that my mental picture of the scene meant Hazel couldn't see the
    Walkman, and she probably wouldn't necessarily recognize a microfilm reader on sight.
    Mr. HG wouldn't be thinking of these things, either, so she wouldn't know from his
    thoughts, but I liked the opening too much to scrap it.

    dvorkam: See below for the answer to one of your questions. As
    for the concern of starting the story too early to the point nothing happens for a
    while, I actually have fairly sold-ish plans for a bunch of stuff that happens
    between now (December '89) and July '91 when she gets her Hogwarts letter. It's at
    the point that if I started with the letter, everyone would be immensely
    confused or assume I'm talking about an OC.

    Guest: This IS the start of an adventure. The adventure of
    learning about magic and the magical world without the guidance of any canon
    character, exploring parts of the world that canon never dwells on. That should be
    obvious looking at the summary and what's happened so far. Of course, if you think
    the last two chapters are "dark and hopeless", then obviously you've never read
    anything else I've written and probably won't like my style in general. I don't write
    stories where everything is sunshine and rainbows and nothing bad ever happens.
    Characters who don't have challenges and conflicts to overcome aren't worth reading
    about.

    "Everyone's being so mean to Hazel!": Yes they are.
    Unfortunately, it's common for 'normal' people (at least according to statistics) to
    be wary and distrustful when they run into other people who are obviously homeless
    and destitute. Hazel has only been homeless for one night, but thanks to the mention
    in canon of Harry having ill-fitting and worn-out clothing, it gives her a head start
    on looking homeless. Her acting jumpy and not answering questions when
    people talk to her (because the first assumption anybody makes, in fiction or real
    life, is NOT going to be "oh, obviously she's mute") feeds into the assumption a few
    of these minor characters have already made, that she's homeless and therefore
    untrustworthy.

    In terms of the librarian specifically, her behavior was not with the active
    mindset of "I shall make this child freeze to death, mwa ha ha!". It was
    subconscious, where most prejudices reside, and more along the lines of "You're
    homeless and dirty and your kind doesn't belong in here. You can find somewhere else
    to stay warm where we don't have to look at you". Which fits back into the comment I
    made in the AN of chapter 1 about Hazel dealing with some of the challenges that
    runaway youth face in real life.

    As many (most?) of you probably know, while I may be a fanfiction author
    by night, I am a physician by day. You can guess then that the last several weeks
    have been… stressful, shall we say. I haven't had a whole lot of free time, and even
    when I did I wasn't in the best mindset to write. My stories will continue, but I ask
    for a little patience.

    There is a lot of information and misinformation floating around on the
    Internet and the airwaves about COVID-19, and I won't turn this into a full lecture,
    but I do want to stress the most important thing you need to know: This virus. Is.
    Deadly. Old, young, and everywhere in between; people have and are
    dying.

    Don't be stupid. Don't think only about yourself. Keep your distance from
    other people, tell your loved ones how much they mean to you, and above all else,
    just be careful. We can survive this, just as humanity has survived pandemics in the
    past, but that will only happen if we all use a little common sense.

    And on that oh-so-cheerful note, let's continue with the
    story.

    

    Chapter 3
The New Me

    The sun had long since set when the head librarian slid the last book into its
    proper shelf. Whistling to herself at a job well done and thoughts filled with images
    of the meal her husband said he would prepare tonight, she flipped the lights off and
    walked out the back door so she could lock the library up for the night. Confident
    that all would be as she left it when she came back first thing in the morning.

    Hazel waited five minutes after all noise in the library had stopped and she could
    no longer hear the librarian's thoughts before she poked her head out of the boiler
    room.

    Once she was satisfied no one was around, she crept the rest of the way out. The
    borrowed torch was in one hand, and she quickly clicked it on to light up the dark
    stacks. In her other hand, she held a tin of Spam and a plastic spoon she had found
    in one of the back rooms of the library. It was probably the librarians' lunch room
    if the microwave and coffeepot were anything to judge by. Hopping up onto the top of
    a nearby table, she sat with her legs crossed beneath her and peeled open the
    tin.

    Her eyes roamed over the bookshelves in front of her while a faint frown settled
    on her face. It was probably getting close to time for her to move on. Partly because
    she had been living in this library for the better part of a week, which meant she
    was running out of the food she had taken from Privet Drive. Partly because what she
    had found so far was… less than helpful.

    She started her search in the obvious place: the nonfiction section. Hazel had not
    expected to find anything there, and she had not been disappointed. No books about
    how to access hidden magical talents. No history books talking about witches as
    though they were real. Magic truly was something that had been lost and
    forgotten.

    Lost, not imaginary. She had found one section in the nonfiction section
    that provided some support for her assumptions: the folklore section. Celtic fairy
    tales, stories by the Brothers Grimm, even tales from the Americas or Africa. Folk
    tales were full of fantastical creatures and spellcasters, but in modern times they
    vanished. The books said it was because magic was just an explanation ancient
    cultures used to explain what they did not understand, and thanks to science the
    theory of magic was no longer needed and could be safely abandoned.

    Hazel had a different conclusion. She knew magic was real; that she teleported to
    this library was proof enough of that. If magic used to be common knowledge and later
    was forgotten, that meant something had happened. Maybe a war between
    witches and normal people that the former lost. Maybe a disease that wiped out most
    of the families capable of magic. Maybe whatever power flowed through her and her
    mother's veins had been diluted or weakened and needed centuries upon centuries to
    return.

    No matter the explanation, her worries seemed to be confirmed. Her mother probably
    had to explore the limits of their ability all on her own, which meant Hazel would,
    too. A thought passed through her head, and she mulled over it for a moment. If she
    had inherited her magic from her mother, and her mother had presumably gotten it from
    one of her and Aunt Petunia's parents, why had that parent not taught what they knew
    to her mother? Why would Aunt Petunia consider it so unnatural if she grew up with
    it?

    She shrugged, putting the question out of the front of her mind and into the
    mental box that contained all the other questions she had that she knew would never
    be answered. Maybe if she could figure out how to summon her mother's ghost – because
    that was something that showed up way too often in folklore not to be true – she
    could ask, but otherwise there was nothing more she could do about it.

    The problem with trying to emulate magical beings in folklore was that none of
    them were the kind of people she wanted to be. Most of the witches the stories were
    about talked about them cursing people or brewing up poisons or doing something else
    horrible. They were the cause of everything bad that happened, and when they were
    killed life for everybody else went back to normal. That seemed to be the moral
    behind them all: kill the witch as quick as possible, or else things would go from
    bad to worse.

    Not that human witches were the most dangerous things in folk tales. That would be
    ignoring the vampires and evil spirits and massive beasts that grand heroes had to do
    battle with. And the less said about the absolutely terrifying fairies in Ireland,
    the better. She had quickly resolved never to go there, even if the Troubles did calm
    down.

    Once she had decided that the vast majority of the nonfiction section was
    worthless to her, she moved her attention to fiction. Hazel smiled at that thought.
    Normally anybody looking for advice in fantasy books would rightfully be laughed at,
    but what she as looking for there was different. She was not looking for hints on the
    'hows' of magic. It was obvious she would have to come up with that on her own. She
    wanted ideas for the 'whats'.

    If she was stuck experimenting to learn anything useful about magic, she might as
    well have ideas to work with. She could and would come up with her own, but there was
    no reason not to start with a list ready-made.

    She would have been even happier with that plan if fiction had been more help, but
    sadly it was not. In order to get as many ideas as she could, she had been skimming
    more than sitting down and really reading, so it was possible she had missed
    something, but from what she saw witches and wizards generally fell into the same
    categories as they did in folklore. Either they were the villains who had to be
    defeated before they could destroy the world, or they were the old men and women who
    gave a trinket to the sword-swinging hero that would help him on his quest. No
    mention of how they did what they did, and the few times wizards did go on
    adventures, they always vanished halfway through only to pop up again at the end of
    the book.

    Maybe it was because so many wizards in stories were based off the wizards in
    fairy tales? That would explain the consistency.

    Licking the tin and the spoon clean, she tossed the can in the air a few times as
    she pondered her situation. There had to be a reason the folk tales focused on the
    items, and she did not think it was a lack of imagination. Could it be that the toys
    themselves were the real power at hand? She would be the first to admit that she knew
    almost nothing about magic. She could teleport, and with effort she could lock and
    unlock doors, but that was it. Could the reason so many magicians had magic items on
    hand be that there was only so much she could do with her willpower alone, so witches
    of yore would make these things to do more than they could by themselves?

    It would explain why the stories always showed the wizard having the right tool
    for the job. They were already using those tools in their own lives, so when the boy
    hero of destiny came to them for help defeating whatever evil was threatening the
    land, their own trinkets were the only help they could realistically give. Thinking
    it through a second time, she nodded. That made far more sense than wizards being
    terrible packrats who just collected a bunch of junk.

    It also meant she was stuck in a bad spot. She hated arts and crafts. She
    had never shown any natural talent for the arts, and she had heard that same opinion
    for too many years from too many teachers whenever they were given some artsy project
    for homework. Unlike the other kids in her class, she had no parent who would help
    her or do the entire thing for her like Theresa's mom always did. Aunt Petunia would
    not deign to do that, and Dudley had taken so much pleasure out of ruining the first
    project she was ever assigned that from then on she had to work on her homework late
    at night when the other Dursleys were asleep. Working on drawings with glue and
    glitter in almost complete darkness was not conducive to marvelous works of art.

    Hazel shook her head and put those concerns to the side. If she had to make stuff
    to use her magic the most effectively, she would deal with it later. Right now she
    still had things she wanted to try out. Setting the empty tin onto the table, she
    returned briefly to the boiler room. When she came out her hands were empty of the
    spoon but now held three paperback novels.

    Of all the books in the library, these were the ones that were the most
    interesting. While most of the books she had found depicted wizards as allies and
    sidekicks, these had wizards as the main characters, albeit in space and dealing with
    aliens and laser guns. Because the wizards were the most important people, the books
    actually went into a little bit of detail about how they supposedly used their
    spells. The space wizards seemed relatively limited in her opinion – none of them
    could teleport, for instance, and while they could sense emotions to some degree they
    could not hear thoughts like she could – they did have a couple of tricks that looked
    useful. Clouding people's minds was a skill she could see applying to way too many
    problems.

    But that was something to play with later. Tonight, she had two other things she
    wanted to try.

    She closed her eyes and took a big breath, then let it out. One of the key
    features of the space wizards' magic was that they did not run it off their emotions.
    They actually claimed that using anger and fear was the road that led other magic
    users to become evil villains like in the other stories. Instead they were all about
    peace and calm, using something called meditation to 'calm their minds'.

    A dictionary, an encyclopedia, and then a couple of random self-help books had
    told her what meditation actually was, and from there she had her next test. She
    could all too easily remember how many times she failed at her teleporting because
    she was not angry at the right thing. If she could be calm but still be in the right
    frame of mind to use her magic, that would make everything that much easier. Getting
    a spell right one time out of three or four was not a sign of a talented
    magician!

    More deep breaths came and went, and with each one she tried not to think about
    anything at all. It was far from simple, but the self-help books had all said that
    she did not need to have a completely blank mind. She just needed not to dwell on any
    of her thoughts. If they poked in, she let them flit away again and focused on the
    calm feeling she wanted.

    This was the second night she had attempted this method. The night prior, she had
    not quite gotten it down by the time the sun was cresting the horizon, but she felt
    like she was close. Now it was a new night, and she wanted to get this right!

    Three times she had to hop off the table to go to the lavatory or drink a glass of
    water, and another time she made herself a peanut butter sandwich, but late in the
    night she could feel her mind relax. It was almost like she was drifting off into
    sleep, but she knew she was still fully awake. Instead nothing could bother her. Not
    here.

    Opening her eyes, she looked at the tin that was still sitting on the table.
    Move, she ordered.

    The tin just sat there.

    A moment of frustration threatened to bubble up, but in this calm place it was
    easy to prick it and let it disperse into nothing. Go away. Back up. Up?

    Still the can did nothing, and she tilted her head and looked for a different way
    to get what she wanted. When she teleported, she had to think about where she wanted
    to go and how much she wanted to be there. The few times she had tried locking and
    unlocking a door, she imagined a key turning in the keyhole. The second option, the
    key, felt right to her. Maybe she could imagine something lifting the tin instead of
    the tin just floating up into the air all by itself.

    That thought triggered another, and she hopped off the table to go back to one of
    the bookcases. In her search for answers, she had found a book that did not tell a
    story but instead was a rulebook for some complicated board game. It talked about
    different characters the players could be, and some of them had magic spells,
    including a spell to move things. Sure enough, as soon as she flipped to the pages
    about the wizard character, she saw the description for a hand that would move around
    and touch things.

    That might just work.

    Back to the table she went, and she closed her eyes and focused. This time she was
    not thinking about nothing. One of the same books that taught meditation mentioned
    being mindful about the movements of her body. To create a magic hand, she needed to
    know how her own hand felt.

    She had no way of knowing how long she sat there, curling her fingers first one by
    one, then two in tandem, then three. Closing her fist before opening it up again. The
    skin on her palm and the back of her hand stretching and curling as the bones and
    muscles she imagined she could feel shifted with every movement. Her fingers wiggled,
    sending a rippling sensation from the pinky side of her palm to the thumb side.

    Hazel's eyes opened, and she closed her hand one finger at a time before opening
    them all at once and imagining what she wanted.

    A single pinprick of light appeared above the can, and it unfurled like a flower
    in the spring. A flower that glowed a pale blue and had only five petals, four on one
    side and the last off at an angle. The petals thickened and became round, and then
    the new fingers relaxed.

    She clicked the torch off, but the light from the ghostly hand shed no light onto
    the stacks. It just sat there, the only thing in her sight until she turned the torch
    back on with a nod of acknowledgement. It was not there for real. It was a picture in
    her mind, just like the key that would unlock doors. That would be fine so long as it
    did what she needed it for.

    She crooked her index finger in an almost 'come here' gesture, and the index
    finger on the ghost hand did the same. A small smile came to her. That made things
    easier. The hand moved with her own, dropping faster than her fleshy hand, until it
    was only a couple of centimeters above the can. Her fingers closed as if she was
    holding something, her hand lifted back up...

    ...and the ghost hand rose up with the can firmly in its grasp.

    Another gesture, and the ghost hand tossed the tin into the air and caught it as
    it came back down. Dropping the can so she could take it to the rubbish bin, she let
    the hand in her mind disappear in a puff of shimmering smoke and her smile grew into
    a grin and a silent laugh bubbled up in her chest. So what if she had to use a
    workaround? She could now move things with her mind!

    That was enough success for tonight. She had found a few books she wanted to read
    for fun, and she was going to do that until she went to bed. Tomorrow she could start
    with the last thing she needed to say goodbye to Greater Whinging.

    

    Her sleep that night was deeper than she had intended, and when her eyes finally
    opened she cracked the boiler door open to take a look out she could see that it was
    late in the afternoon, though there were still plenty of people in the library.
    Unlike every day prior, this time she actually wanted to have people around. There
    was no way to know if what she was about to do would work if no people were around to
    try it out on.

    She knew her clothes were not pretty or nice, and especially not when she needed
    to wash them in the sink because she only brought a few sets. If she wanted to visit
    other libraries, she would need some spell that would keep anybody from paying
    attention to her and throwing her out like the librarian here had the first day she
    arrived. That way she could go in and out and do whatever she liked, and no one would
    care!

    Hazel scoffed to herself as that thought fully sank in. Back in Little Whinging,
    she had been ignored whether she wanted to be or not, and now she had to
    make people leave her alone. That was just typical of her luck.

    Oh well. It was what it was. If nothing else, she had plenty of experience being
    ignored.

    More than a little thought had been put into this idea, and the success in
    creating a magic hand the previous night had bolstered her confidence. She
    could do this. She closed the door and then her eyes. Her breathing slowed,
    and with not effort but intent she pushed her anticipation away. She had to get this
    right. She was going to get this right.

    Once she found her mind in that same calm state as she had before, she slowly and
    carefully called up memories of when she was ignored. One by one she looked at them,
    ignoring the frustration and anger and sadness that came with being overlooked and
    instead focusing on that nebulous feeling of being completely alone despite all the
    people who were around her. Like being in her own little world, she passed through
    crowds without eyes doing more than flick towards her for a moment before moving
    on.

    Her chest hurt from the feeling of being so bloody isolated and alone,
    and tears stung her eyes. Opening them up, she released all those feelings with a
    great exhale and a tiny silent sob.

    What emerged from her lips was not air. A cloud of smoke came out, and she watched
    it wrap around her like a blanket that tried and failed to offer the slightest bit of
    comfort. She reached out a finger to try stroking it nonetheless, and just like she
    had the crowd, her finger slipped through the smoke without the faintest hint of
    resistance.

    She dashed the tears from her face and shook her head. It was a picture in her
    mind, like the hand she made, and that was all it could ever be. Right now, it was
    time she got a move on. Slinging her backpack over her shoulders, she opened the
    boiler room door and stepped out to walk around other people for the first time in a
    week.

    When the first person, a harried-looking woman trying to corral a trio of little
    kids, looked her way, Hazel could almost feel her heart skip a couple of beats in
    sudden worry. Her flash of fear settled back down when the woman's eyes skipped over
    her and she went back to the kids. A grin appeared on her lips as she walked away
    from the family. Here she was, wearing ratty old clothes and dirty socks, but despite
    all that the woman did not see anything wrong with her at all.

    She was the most uninteresting thing anyone had ever seen, and she was going to
    take advantage of that for everything it was worth!

    Hazel all but skipped the rest of the way to the front door, and a glance behind
    her showed that the same librarian who had chased her outside the first day she was
    here was once more sitting at the desk. The older woman could not see her, but Hazel
    nonetheless stuck out her tongue and waggled her hands on either side of her
    head.

    Her good mood carried her as far as the door, but as soon as she opened it a gust
    of wind hit her and drove her back inside with a shiver. The snow on the ground had
    mostly melted, but it felt like it was colder now than it had been on the night she
    arrived! She looked down at her clothing with a mental groan. There was no way this
    would do her any good whatsoever to protect her from the winter winds. If it was this
    cold already, she could only imagine how much worse it would be tonight.

    But I can't exactly stay here, either, she thought, hiking her backpack
    up again and feeling the lack of weight. I don't have a whole lot left in the way
    of food, so I need to get some of that, too.

    Guess I'm headed for the Tesco.

    Bracing herself this time, she opened the door and pushed herself into the
    terrible winds. She eventually found the main street, and from there it was
    relatively easy to find the familiar blue and red logo of the supermarket. This would
    be her one-stop shopping destination. It would have everything she needed, and more
    importantly she was already here and could get out of the cold.

    Her concentration on her 'ignore me' spell broke on the way to the store, and when
    she got there she ducked around the back and huddled up beside a dumpster so she
    would have protection from the wind if nothing else. Out here in the cold, it was far
    harder to try to fall into meditation, but her desperation appeared to worked just as
    well as anger or fear. A stream of smoke came from her lips and wrapped around her,
    at least, and that was all that really mattered.

    Freshly ignorable, she hurried into the store and sighed in relief at the warmth
    within. Clothes first, she decided. The food she could get after.

    Nobody else was visible in the clothing section, but she still moved quickly to
    grab several pairs of jeans in a couple of sizes, just as many shirts, and a new
    jumper. The shoe racks were between her and the changing room, so that was a quick
    stop to grab a pair of trainers as well. Dashing into the changing rooms, she shut
    the door, locked it, and slumped against the wall. Even knowing she was effectively
    invisible, there was still an element of panic. She had not felt it when she was in
    the library, probably because she was already leaving, but getting thrown out of the
    store before she had everything she came here for would be a disaster.

    A bit of trial and error was all it took to figure out which size of clothing she
    really fit into, even if the fact that the clothes were still loose on her was a bit
    disappointing. She knew she was smaller than everyone else in her class and that all
    Dudley's clothes were several sizes too big, but she did not think it was this bad.
    Now clad in her new outfit and looking like a real girl, she pulled the tags off the
    clothes and took a look at the prices listed with sinking feeling in her stomach.

    She pulled out her notebook to run the sums, then she pulled out the wad of notes
    she had taken from Aunt Petunia's purse and counted them out. Even if she stuck only
    to a single outfit plus the trainers, she did not have enough, and that was not
    counting the coat and gloves she would need as well. Nor the food, which she
    absolutely could not do without.

    Now she wished she had grabbed more money before she left. Aunt Petunia and Uncle
    Vernon owed her warm clothes that actually fit, at the very least, not that they
    would have ever spent that money on her.

    The thought had been one that came from a fit of pique, but the more she thought
    about it the more it made sense. How they treated her her entire life was the reason
    she had to run away in the first place. If they had been willing to give her even a
    fraction of the love and care they showered on Dudley, she would have been perfectly
    happy staying with them.

    They didn't want to spend money on me? She tore a sheet of paper out of
    her book and angrily scribbled out a note for whoever found the pile of clothes she
    was leaving behind. Fine. They can make up for it now.

    Please contact Vernon Dursley for payment for the
    clothes.
His address is Number 4 Privet Drive, Little Whinging,
    Surrey.

    Looking at the note again, she added the phone number for the house, and a moment
    later added, "And the food I'm taking, too." That should cover everything
    she needed.

    Her aunt and uncle would be furious when they heard about this, but right now she
    did not care. They did not want her in their home? Fine.

    The least they could do was cover her expenses now that she was out of their lives
    forever.

    

    Far to the north, in a place Hazel never could have imagined, stood a squat castle
    that had been a school of magic for near a thousand years. It was a place of wonder
    and danger, of beauty and dark deeds. The room at the peak of one of the shorter
    towers of this castle was the location of the office of the headmaster for this
    school, a room with squishy furniture, portraits that moved of their own accord in
    their gilded frames, and a wide number of knickknacks that served functions entirely
    mysterious to anyone except the headmaster himself.

    Right now, in that room, one of those gadgets came to life for the first time in
    eight years. It spun like a top upon its shelf and let out a shrill whistle loud
    enough to wake the dead from their graves.

    The previous headmasters in their frames slapped hands over their ears and
    screamed at each other as if one of them was responsible for the ear-rending sound.
    The current headmaster, the one who had set this device to monitor the status of a
    very specific ward and alert him if anything happened to it, would have been eager to
    know that his alarm was going off. Unfortunately for him, he was currently off on the
    Continent in the middle of a meeting of the International Confederation of Wizards,
    just one of the many roles he bore. For two days he had been gone, and he was not to
    return for another five. His phoenix, having just undergone a burning day, was
    sitting in his pocket in the form of a chick.

    For a solid minute the device shrieked and squealed, until finally it went quiet
    once again. The portraits slowly uncovered their ears and sighed at the return of
    blessed silence, and they went back to whatever they had been doing before the onset
    of the noise. Sleeping, for the most part.

    Portraits, it must be said, did not have the best recollection. They could
    remember what they knew when the memories used in their creation were added to the
    paint, and if bound to a specific task, they could recall what was needed to complete
    it. Otherwise, the goings-on of the living humans around them tended to stick in
    their minds for only a few hours at a time before being lost. When the headmaster of
    this school returned, none of the portraits would recall the alarm going off at
    all.

    How unfortunate.

    

    Hazel set the note down next to her clothes, and as she did she could almost feel
    her heart becoming lighter in her chest. It felt good, in some way, to make this
    break with the Dursleys. They did not want her back, and she had no intention of ever
    seeing them again. She was free.

    Free was not the same as prepared, of course, and she popped out of the dressing
    room to grab a thick puffy pink coat, gloves, scarf, and several changes of socks and
    underwear. The tags and bags for all of these were added to all the other things she
    was leaving behind, and she wrapped herself in the smoke that made her unnoticeable.
    Her next stop was the food section; despite the three changes of clothes in her bag,
    she still had plenty of room for more cans and loaves of sliced bread. Batteries were
    next, to provide electricity to the torch she was borrowing long-term from the
    library.

    With that, she strolled out the door of the store with no one the wiser.

    The wind was still freezing cold, but bundled up as she was she could barely feel
    it. Instead she struck out towards the setting sun until she found a set of railroad
    tracks and shifted course, following the iron road as she pulled a map from her
    backpack. Once unfolded it revealed several dots marked on it in blue ink, the
    nearest of which was just two counties over.

    Her time spent in the library had not been solely for skimming through fantasy
    books, and despite what she had found she could not entirely give up on the idea of
    finding some kind of teacher to help her discover everything she could do. A quick
    search through a few travel guides had given her a list of several sites that were
    supposed to be magical in some way or another. If anybody was left who could teach
    her, these would be the best places to look.

    First on her list was of course the most classic site, one she was sure was known
    the world over.

    It was time to visit Stonehenge.

    

    Telekinesis is a fun trick, and one I would dearly love in real life. Some
    of you might have noticed that the way Hazel is using it is very different from the
    almost-effortless skill Jen had. Different mental frameworks will change how people
    look at the world, and this seems fun to try out in a story format. Canon witches
    have one framework, which influences their assumptions and creates the limitations
    they work under; Hazel will have a different framework, but one that comes with its
    own limits in what she can do and how.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    4. The Stones
  

  
    Jigoku no Yami: I have no plans to bring the Powers back into
    play. Not right now, anyway. We'll have to see what the muse cooks up.

    Mad Elf: It wasn't that she couldn't find any stories
    where wizards were proactive. It was that there was little to nothing in the books
    she looked through where there was any explanation about the mechanics
    behind their magic. Also, to be totally honest, I intentionally avoided any books
    where the wizards were of a more blaster-y flavor. That isn't the direction this
    story is going.

    kyuubi7: Hazel won't be doing any enchanting with runes, though
    she'll become quite adept at a different process to reach a similar outcome. Whether
    runes come up in some other format is something I'm still working out.

    "Mage Hand!": Indeed. I'm actually surprised so many people
    recognized it off the bat like that, because I certainly wouldn't have before this
    year. Mostly because I've never played D&D, nor I was ever interested in it until
    I saw the trailers for Baldur's Gate 3. Finding out that this cool-looking game will
    run on D&D rules is the only reason I know anything at all about the
    franchise.

    "I hope Hazel doesn't lose the skills she's learning when she goes to
    Hogwarts": Oh boy. I'm just going to keep my plans to myself for a little
    longer. It'll be more fun that way. XD

    

    Chapter 4
The Stones

    The sun had set below the horizon in front of Hazel several hours ago, yet still
    she walked through the deep darkness. Using the railway as her road was turning out
    to be a double-edged sword in ways she had not expected when she first picked it. Her
    initial thought had been that it was a fairly direct path to get where she wanted to
    go, and unlike the streets there would be no one driving along who might stop to find
    out where a nine-year-old was going and why she was traveling in the middle of the
    night.

    Those advantages were still present, but unlike the smooth surface of a road, it
    was rough and unsteady as gravel switched to wooden ties and back to gravel. She was
    never sure which one her feet would hit next, providing a constant urge to keep the
    beam from her torch fixed firmly at her feet.

    Something rustled in the dark to her side, and the torch's beam flew towards it
    only to reveal nothing at all.

    As her heart rate slowed down just a little she took a deep breath and resumed
    walking. That was the reason she could not just watch the tracks. The night along the
    railroad was not silent the way it was back in Little Whinging. Back with the
    Dursleys, once the neighborhood went to bed everything was quiet. Here and now there
    were always rustlings or an owl's hoot or what she hoped was just the wind creating
    an eerie whistle. Sounds that distracted her and demanded the attention of her
    light.

    The wind for sure this time blew again, funneled through the opening along the
    course of the railway and sending icy knives into her. Between her puffy coat, her
    gloves, and her scarf, everything between her nose and her waist was warm, but it did
    little for her legs and absolutely nothing for the top half of her head. Should
    have grabbed a cap too, she thought as a shiver worked its way through her thin
    body. Stopping in the middle of the tracks, she stomped her feet for almost a minute
    to get some warmth moving around instead.

    Hazel would be lying if she told herself that she was not considering turning
    around and walking back to Greater Whinging. Not because she planned to stay there
    long term, but because she had nothing with which to try warming herself up. She had
    no lighter nor matches to start a fire, and certainly no heater to blow warm air onto
    herself. Closing her eyes, she made yet another go at trying to imagine a fire
    springing up. Nothing happened, and she had the same results once more when she
    pictured a nice hearth.

    Mental keys and hands she could manifest with no problem. The creation of fire, on
    the other hand, was eluding her no matter how hard she tried.

    How could I have forgotten something to start a fire?, she chided
    herself, though she knew the truth behind the answer. She was used to having
    somewhere warm and dry to spend the night, whether that was Privet Drive or the
    library. Never in her life had she ever spent the night outdoors. Of course she could
    not know everything she would need right from the start.

    Unfortunately, this left her with two equally unpleasant options. First, to keep
    walking through the dark, doing her best to keep warm, and hope that by the time she
    was ready to fall asleep she found someplace that had a lighter. Second, to 'jump'
    back to the Tesco, break in, and look for matches. It was dark enough out here that
    she could not guarantee she would be able to return to where she was, which meant she
    would have to give up the hours of progress she had made and restart her trek from
    the very beginning.

    The idea of turning back was enough to spur her forwards. She could not turn
    around, not now. If she did, there was no telling where she would stop, and all that
    waited for her at the end of that road was Privet Drive.

    The beam from her torch flickered.

    Hazel's eyes grew wide, and she struggled to take her backpack off. The torch had
    looked like it was growing weaker for the last couple of days, so this was not
    unexpected, but could it not have chosen a better time to fail on her?! Finally off
    her shoulders, the bag dropped to the ground.

    And the light went out.

    Come on, Hazel begged as she turned the torch off and tried to turn it
    back on again. Anything to eke even a few more seconds of light out of it. No matter
    how many times she slid the switch, though, it remained stubbornly dead. Come
    on!

    Something creaked in the woods, invisible in the inky blackness, and Hazel's heart
    raced as she crouched next to her backpack and set the torch down by her feet. She
    had put batteries in the bag when she was shopping, but like an idiot she
    put them with the cans and clothes and everything else in the main pocket! Her hands
    shook when she finally found the zipper, and she reached into the backpack. Can, can,
    jeans maybe, something sharp that was probably the can opener— Where were they?!

    Her desperately searching fingers finally touched slick plastic at the very bottom
    of the bag, and she pulled out the pack of thick batteries she picked up specifically
    for her torch. Grabbing both sides of the shell, she pulled and tugged with little
    hope for success. She had seen Uncle Vernon struggle with these all the time until
    Aunt Petunia convinced him to use a pair of scissors, and she knew she would not have
    any more success with her skinny twig arms. Giving it up as a bad job, she instead
    put her hands on the ground and walked them around until her fingertips found the
    edge of a pointed stone that felt thin enough to poke a hole in the plastic.

    A shuffle of feet to the side made her jump, and she grabbed the stone and pushed
    the point of the stone into the plastic until it broke through. Two, three, four more
    times she did this until finally she could wiggle her fingers into the shell and
    violently ripped it apart.

    Something, no doubt the batteries she needed so desperately, clattered onto the
    ground.

    Hazel's heart leapt into her throat, and she threw the rock to the side so she
    could feel along the ground again. One hand found something far too smooth to be
    plain stone, and then the other hand found another. She needed a third hand to pick
    the torch back up, so instead of putting the batteries back down she shoved them into
    the pockets of her jacket. The torch was right where she left it, and she hastily
    unscrewed the head and swung the body of the torch to the side where the sound had
    come from.

    Even if she expected them, the cracks of the batteries hitting the ground made her
    jump. There was no telling what was out there, what animal lurked in the shadows that
    thought she would make a tasty midnight snack! Her torch was now open for her, and
    she grabbed the first battery. Have to get this right. Have to get this right.
    Where's the bump, where's… There! Bump on the top, in the torch, and the next one.
    Not this end. Other end, found it. And in! Both batteries inside the plastic
    case, she screwed the head back into place and flicked the switch. Bright light shot
    out of the light bulb, and she swung the beam in the direction where she heard all
    the noise.

    Her light found nothing. Nothing whatsoever.

    Her panting breaths were clearly visible in the now bright air, and she hugged
    herself and took several slow, deep breaths in the hopes that it would force her
    heart to stop pounding quite so hard. It was fine. She was fine. There was
    nothing out there in the woods that wanted to eat her. The creaking and rustling she
    had heard was probably just the wind or some tiny animal like a mouse or something
    going about its business.

    The last two batteries that had flown out of the package were easy to find, and
    this time she put them in one of the little pockets on the side of the backpack. She
    needed them to be easier to find the next time her torch decided to give out on
    her.

    The brighter beam illuminated more of the train tracks and the woods to the sides,
    and it was with steps that certainly were not in any way faster than before that she
    continued on down the railroad.

    It was still early in the morning, hours probably before the sun would rise and
    turn the starry sky blue, that the tracks shifted to the side and split off into a
    pair. The reason for the change became clear the closer Hazel came: she had reached
    the first rail station on her trek. Another shiver ran through her body, the cold
    coming with greater frequency the entire time she walked, and with a silent groan she
    pulled herself up the short wall onto the platform. This was as good a place to look
    around for some kind of fire-starter as any. If she found nothing, she could just
    keep on moving.

    Walking to the front of the train station, she shined the beam of light into the
    night. At the very edge of the light she could see something glinting, though not
    well enough to determine just what it was. Hazel shrugged to herself and started
    walking. Her steps grew quicker the closer she got, her excitement filling her
    up.

    It was a petrol station, and petrol stations had boxes of lighters just waiting to
    be bought. Even better for her, the building was dark.

    She ran to the glass door and swept through the interior with her light. Sure
    enough, a box of plastic lighters sat right there in front of the cash register. A
    tug on the door proved that it was closed for the night and locked securely. No one
    would be able to get in without breaking through the glass.

    No one without magic, that was.

    Setting the torch on a brick windowsill so the light was still on the handle of
    the door, she dropped her backpack to the ground and took several deep breaths in
    with her eyes shut. She knew what she was doing. She had experimented with it back in
    the library. Besides her teleportation and her ability to read minds, this was the
    skill she had practiced most. Once she felt herself settling into a sense of calm,
    she opened her eyes again and pictured what she needed.

    Before she closed her eyes, there had just been the handle and the keyhole. Now,
    there was something else added to the scene. An almost transparent key floated in the
    air, old-fashioned in design with thick teeth on the end of a long stem. The head of
    the key was not a ring like old keys she had seen pictures of. No, the head of this
    key was a cartoony skull wearing a smile.

    Her magic could unlock any door. It was only appropriate it take the form of a
    skeleton key.

    There was no way the teeth of this key would be able to fit in the keyhole if it
    were real, but all it was was an image in her mind. It slid into the hole without
    issue and turned. A soft click was audible, and when Hazel grabbed the handle again,
    this time the door swung open invitingly.

    She grabbed her backpack with one hand and her torch with the other, the door
    propped open with one foot. A beeline to the lighters, and she grabbed two of them
    before thinking about it a moment longer. Three more came down, and all five of them
    made their way into the pocket on the other side of the backpack from the one she put
    her batteries into.

    Hazel nibbled on her lip for a moment, indecision warring within her. The Tesco
    where she had gotten her new clothes was a huge business. Uncle Vernon had certainly
    complained about how rich the company was. This petrol station did not look anything
    near the same. She did not want to steal from the people who owned this, not if she
    could help it. Reaching into her bag again, she pulled out the thin sheaf of bills
    she took with her from Privet Drive and slapped a five-pound note on the counter
    where it would be easily seen.

    There. Now she wasn't stealing. She paid for the lighters.

    Locking the door behind her, she made her way back to the train tracks. There were
    a few more miles she wanted to cover before the sun came up and she looked for a
    place to rest. Except now, she could actually stay warm while she slept, even if she
    was stuck in the middle of the woods.

    

    Hazel kept her eyes on the coach as it trundled down the road. She knew from prior
    exploration that this road led all the way back to the nearby visitor center, and
    based on where the sun was in the sky, this should be the last group leaving the
    monument. So long as she could avoid being spotted, she would have all the time she
    wanted without being bothered.

    Over to the west, in the direction of the setting sun, stood the tall pillars of
    Stonehenge.

    The emptiness of the plain meant that Hazel did not even need to bother with her
    'ignore me' smokescreen. She simply walked in the direction of the massive monument,
    hopping over the knee-high rope that marked the edges of where normal tourists could
    go. She did not want to stand here ten feet from the nearest stone. She
    needed to be right in the middle of the structure.

    Stonehenge was on the top of her list of places to visit for a couple of reasons.
    One of them was simple, accessibility. Most of the places she wanted to visit were to
    the west of Surrey, and of them all this location was the closest. She pretty much
    had to pass Stonehenge on the way to anywhere of interest, so she might as well visit
    here first. The other reason was the history of this place. According to an old book
    she found in the library, it had been built by the druids, the priests and sorcerers
    of the ancient Celtic people. If what she read was true, they had also used it for
    human sacrifice, which was… icky and something she hoped was not necessary for big
    amazing pieces of magic. If it was, she would have to rethink whether she really
    wanted magic to be a main focus of her life.

    Just the thought of what kind of person she would become if she dived headfirst
    into murder and human sacrifice made her queasy.

    Regardless of its original purpose, she had to wonder about how even after years
    of study, nobody knew how the heavy stones that made it up had been moved from
    wherever they were carved. Something so extraordinarily difficult that it bordered on
    the impossible? That sounded like the work of magic to her.

    Hazel stepped through one of the square archways and into the center of the stone
    circles. In the dying sunlight, this place was magnificent and awe-inspiring. But did
    it hold secrets for a desperate magician? That was the question of the day, and so
    far, nothing was jumping out at her.

    Maybe it would just take time, and thankfully, she was well prepared for that.
    Under one arm was a good-sized collection of sticks and branches she had picked up
    off the ground before the woods ended and the plains began. It had taken her a couple
    of hours yesterday to figure out how to get a fire going with her new lighters and
    how to keep it lit, but she thought she had the hang of it now.

    Sure enough, it only took her twenty minutes and five attempts at lighting it this
    time to get a little fire burning!

    With her fire giving her warmth, she pulled her coat tight around her and sat on
    the ground with her legs crossed under her and her back against one of the fallen
    pillars. Her experiments with her magic hand proved how useful meditation was.
    Perhaps this was what she needed to get any information from these ancient stones. Or
    maybe once the night finally fell, something would show itself. Anything at all would
    be nice.

    The sun sank beneath the horizon. Night took over the sky. Nothing at all happened
    among the massive stones.

    She let out a sigh. Not surprising, but it was disappointing. Perhaps meditation
    would get her somewhere. Closing her eyes, she let her breathing even out and her
    mind clear. She wanted to be receptive to any signs or secrets this place wanted to
    share with her. With the fire warming her, it did not take long for her to sink into
    the place of calm where her meditation was supposed to take her, and she waited as
    patiently as she could for any hints or whispers. Surely something would come her
    way. Surely.

    Soreness in her side and back nudged her, and after several minutes she opened her
    eyes and blinked in surprise. Why was the world turned sideways? Why was the sky
    bright? The fog in her brain slipped away, and she blinked a few more times before
    pushing herself upright, cursing herself in her head. It was morning! Somewhere in
    her meditation, she had just fallen asleep instead!

    A moment of panic surged through her, and she staggered to her feet. If it was
    daytime, that meant there would be a tour group coming up any minute. She would be
    arrested for trespassing, and the police would probably make her go back to the
    Dursleys!

    Looking out over the field, she expected to find a crowd of people looking back at
    her, maybe with a couple of police already in attendance. Instead, she was met with
    absolutely nothing. No people. No coaches. Nothing at all.

    The terror receded, and actual thought took its place. She let out a quiet huff.
    She was worried about nothing. Of course there was no one here right now. There would
    not be anybody here until tomorrow.

    Stonehenge was closed on Christmas Day.

    She shrugged and scattered the ash and half-burnt sticks of her long-dead fire.
    Intellectually she knew she should be disappointed about being by herself and
    homeless on Christmas, but the holiday had never meant anything special to her. If
    anything, being alone and free was the greatest gift she had ever received. It was
    definitely better than being forced into her cupboard so the Dursleys could spend the
    day pretending she did not exist.

    A few minutes spent gathering the rest of her belongings and sticking them in her
    backpack, and she was ready for the road again. She looked at the dirt on one side of
    her coat and her jeans and frowned. It might be getting time to find a building to
    stay in for a few days so she could wash her clothes, and she could restock her food
    supply at the same time. Plus, if there was a library anywhere near her, she could do
    some digging into whether there were any supposedly magical holidays. Yule was
    supposed to be around the same time as Christmas, right?

    Birdsong from the trees distracted her as she was about to leave the plain on
    which Stonehenge was built. Over to the right, decorating the branches of three or
    four trees, was a large flock of bright blue and yellow birds singing to greet the
    day. She smiled at the cheerful sound they produced and the way they seemed to be
    keeping each other company.

    Come to think of it, she thought after a moment, a lot of stories
    about witches and sorcerers talk about them having a familiar. I'd be a poor magician
    if I didn't have a pet of my own, wouldn't I?

    Hazel tried to whistle the same tune the birds were singing but managed only a
    sputtering sound. Whistling was not something she had ever tried before, and this was
    a terrible first attempt. About the only good thing about it was that it had not
    scared the birds away.

    If I can't sing them closer, maybe I can call them silently? It seemed to
    be worth a try. Birdies! Come here.

    The birds continued their song.

    Hey, she called with more force. She had never tried to talk to anybody
    in their own minds, not really, so maybe she was doing the mental equivalent of
    whispering. Over here! Come on, come here!

    The singing softened, then fell silent. Even though the birds rustled in the
    trees, it did not look like any of them were about to fly towards her. If anything,
    it looked more like they were about to flee, as if something had spooked them.

    She stamped her foot in frustration, and that was the signal the birds were
    waiting for. They sprang from the tree to the air with a great flapping of wings.

    No!, she screamed. This was not what she wanted! All she wanted was for
    one of them to come over and be her friend! Her eyes caught one bird that was on the
    edge of the flock, and she all but shouted, You! Come over
    here!

    The bird she picked out dropped for a second, almost as if its wings had stopped
    working, but almost before she could worry about it hitting the ground and getting
    hurt it started flapping again. It did not follow the rest of its fellows, however.
    Instead it wheeled around and swerved in her direction. Its flight smoothed out in
    the few seconds before it backpedaled and landed gently on her finger as soon as she
    reached out her hand. For a moment its eyes had a foggy greyish cast to them, almost
    as if they were covered by a film, but a blink and it was gone.

    She gave it a smile and received a short twittering in return. When her other hand
    rose, it gave her fingers a quick look, but as soon as she touched its yellow breast
    feathers with the back of her fingers it puffed up and wiggled in place in
    delight.

    Like that, do you?, she asked as loudly in her head as she could. Her
    question got another short snippet of song. She would take that as a yes. Do you
    want to stick around with me for a while? I can help you get seeds or fruit or
    whatever else you want to eat.

    The bird cocked its head at her and jumped back into the air. It flew almost at
    her face for a moment, then it was out of sight. She sighed. Of course not. Nobody
    wanted—

    A tiny weight dropped onto her head and shifted around in a circle before singing
    again.

    The smile on her face was making her cheeks hurt, it was so wide, but she was not
    going to complain. We're going to be the best of friends, you and I. I just know
    it, she told the bird before hiking her pack higher on her shoulders. Now.
    Let's go! There's a whole world out there waiting for us!

    

    You didn't think I'd make Hazel be
    completely on her own, did you? I learned that
    lesson already.

    Before anybody believes the wrong information in this chapter or calls me
    out on it, Stonehenge was not created by the Celts. Modern methods have dated its
    construction to around 3000 B.C., long before the Celts migrated to the British
    Isles. It also seems to be a ritualized burial ground rather than a place of
    sacrifice; whether the Celts even performed human sacrifice is difficult to determine
    as the only records of that happening are by the Romans, whom nobody trusts to give
    accurate information about other cultures.

    Hazel doesn't have that modern information, though. She read an old book
    with the old theories about its origin and purpose.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    5. The Woods
  

  
    Araquiel: Glad to hear I correctly captured the voice of a
    9-year-old. :D I've outlined this story well to the point that she gets her Hogwarts
    later, and much less thoroughly through late spring 1994. I want to keep
    plenty of room for random inspiration. I don't have any definite plans for romance
    because it's still so far off.

    Guest 1: Eventually Hazel will have more options along the line
    of combat, but there are other ways to get to it besides going straight blaster.
    You'll see what I have in mind. Eventually.

    "Will Hazel go to Hogwarts?": She will see Hogwarts at some point
    or another, I'm sure. ;-)

    "Was that the Imperius or just a compulsion?": It was something
    in-between but in the same general family. It isn't as long or as complete as the
    Imperius. You could consider it a very strong compulsion which many animals would
    have to obey, though a human would be able to shake it off unless she put a lot of
    force behind it. That would require a very particular set of circumstances.

    

    Chapter 5
The Woods

    A gap existed in the line that no one sought to close, and it was in this space
    that Hazel stood, a blue and yellow bird on her shoulder and a bag of trail mix in
    her hand. With every handful she gave the sunflower seeds to her new friend and saved
    the raisins and chocolate bits for herself. It was a decent way to fill their
    stomachs and pass the time as they waited to enter the park before her.

    When she had charmed her little bird to join her, she had had no idea just what
    kind of bird he was nor what he needed to eat. She was no bird-scientist, after all,
    and it was not as if she had ever made birdwatching a hobby before she left Privet
    Drive for the road. Thankfully, she did not need to be. A library was conveniently
    between Stonehenge and her next destination, and not only was that a nice place to
    wash her clothes and hole up through the storm that came blowing through the day
    after Christmas, it also gave her a chance to check on the needs of her new
    friend.

    According to all the bird books she could find, she had as her new familiar a
    European blue tit, and a healthy specimen too if his bright colors were any
    indicator. She did not actually know for sure if the bird was a boy or a girl – all
    the books said the genders looked similar unless she used ultraviolet light, which
    was just so common around her – so in an effort not to name him or her
    something super silly she had instead decided on the name Morgan.

    She took another handful of the trail mix and split it between them, doing her
    best to ignore the guilt that welled up with each bite. Needless to say this bag of
    food was one she took rather than bought, but she was not sure what else she could
    do. After paying for her five lighters, she had a grand total of thirty-eight quid to
    her name from the money she took from Aunt Petunia. With no way to get more short of
    finding it or taking it from somebody else, the only options she had to feed herself
    was to take the food instead. It was not as if she could go out and get a job even if
    she wanted to be stuck somewhere forever.

    The fact that it was a necessity did not make her feel any better about sneaking
    in and taking things, though.

    The people around her started moving again, and it was easy to let the crowd all
    but carry her to the entrance of Shervage Wood. The library in Greater Whinging had
    some information on this place, but the library in Nether Stowey had been much more
    helpful in confirming her information. According to the stories she read, there once
    had been a massive serpent or dragon called the Gurt Wurm living in this forest and
    the hills nearby, one that ate sheep and cows in the nearby fields and would do the
    same to anybody who tried to enter its woods. No one had been brave enough to fight
    the creature until one old woman tricked a woodsman into going into the forest to
    chop down some of the trees. While taking a break from his chopping, the fallen log
    he sat on started moving, and he hacked it in half with three blows from his axe
    before he could realize that he was sitting on the snake rather than a tree. She
    would think that the first blow would have been enough to figure out this was a
    flesh-and-blood creature and not a log, but the story also said he was drinking
    heavily before he went into the woods, so she supposed that was as good an
    explanation as any.

    And supposedly the creature had laid a mighty egg sometime before its death.

    Hazel knew the chances of finding an unhatched dragon egg were slim to none at
    best, and even if she did find it, she would want to stay far, far away. Regular eggs
    went rotten after a short time out of the refrigerator, and this all happened several
    hundred years ago. What she really wanted was to find something, anything, that could
    serve as proof that dragons really did exist back in the day. They for sure were all
    gone like the dodos, that much she knew. Giant bloodthirsty fire-breathing flying
    lizards were one of those things that would be hard for anyone to miss. It was more
    that if she could prove even to herself that such creatures once lived, it was a sign
    that smaller, less obvious magical beasts and monsters might still be around.

    The line continued forwards, and she slipped through the entrance behind a family
    of five. All of that family were nicely dressed, new-looking clothes and hiking boots
    that did not have a speck of dirt on them. Not that it would be hard to miss
    considering the youngest girl's bright pink mud boots, though as any three-year-old
    would be she looked eager to get dirty. There was also a prominent bulge in the
    father's back pocket.

    "Damn it, Michelle," the man thought over the chattering thoughts of his
    kids and wife, all of whom were commenting on the trees and bushes around them.
    "Why do we have to be out here? I told her if I finished working on the
    Bruckheimer account early, we could count on another five or even ten thousand pounds
    added to my bonus. And it'd be a lot more comfortable than being out in the woods in
    the middle of winter."

    Hazel bit her lip and fell behind the family several yards before looking around
    to see if anyone was watching and dropping the grey mist that had kept anyone from
    seeing her. Anyone around probably would have been surprised when a girl suddenly
    appeared from thin air, but thankfully for her there was nobody watching. It looked
    and sounded like this was a family that was not hurting for cash. They would not
    notice a few pounds getting 'lost'.

    Right?

    Letting the distance stretch farther, she curled the fingers of her right hand
    closed, starting with her pinky and ending with her thumb. Opening her hand again
    manifested her magical hand, hovering right over the man's pocket. She took a big,
    quiet breath in and let it out, then both her hands dipped down and squeezed as if
    trying to pinch something between her fingers. When her magic hand moved up again, it
    held a nice leather wallet in its grasp.

    The father, still preoccupied with his internal griping and ignoring the natural
    beauty around them, just kept walking. Completely oblivious.

    The ghost hand and the wallet streaked towards her, and she wrapped her real hands
    around it so the family would not see it even if they turned around. Only when it
    looked like she was safe did she open it. Any hopes of taking just a small amount of
    money were immediately dashed: the smallest note in the main compartment was a
    tenner, and she saw several more twenties and even a fifty peeking out.

    The bite turned into a nibble as she looked back and forth between the wallet and
    the family. It was tempting, there was no mistake about that. Very tempting.
    If he carried this much cash on him, he might not even notice if one of the score
    notes went missing.

    Hazel shook her head. No. He might sound like a jerk, but she would not take that
    much money from him and his family. Another little pocket was on the inside, and a
    quick check with her finger found that it contained coins. That was more palatable.
    Pulling one coin out, she pocketed it without looking at it and sent her ghost hand
    over to slip the wallet back in his pocket when his wife distracted him with looking
    at a curiously twisted tree.

    Her crime committed, she breathed out more smoke and slipped unseen off the trail
    between the trees. Answers to her questions were not waiting for her on the common
    paths, and if she were honest with herself she wanted more distance between her and
    the people she just robbed. Only once she could no longer see and could barely hear
    anyone else in the park did she pull the coin out of her pocket to look at it. What
    had she grabbed? A ten pence? A fifty?

    Opening her hand, she stared in surprise at the two-pound coin gleaming in her
    palm.

    Okay. That's more money than I expect—

    Her thought was cut off as her feet slipped off a wet rock, and before she could
    catch herself she went tumbling down the hill on which she stood. Stones and fallen
    branches slapped at her. Something jabbed her in the side with a sharp snap.
    Her hair was snagged and tugged, and she finally rolled to a stop as something
    crunched beneath her.

    She spat a few strands of hair out of her mouth and opened her eyes. Vague blurs
    greeted her, and she blinked her eyes several times to try to clear them before a
    sense of dread overtook her. The hand not holding the coin rose to touch her face and
    found skin and eyelids, not the smooth plastic of her glasses.

    Hazel now had a good guess as to what that last crunch was, and she rolled over
    off her back and felt around the dirt and muck. Sure enough, after about a minute of
    searching her fingers felt something that was anything but natural. One half of her
    glasses was in her hand, the bridge cleanly snapped, and she rubbed the dirt off the
    lens with the tail of her shirt before putting it over her right eye so she could see
    something. The left half was in even worse shape when she finally spotted it, the leg
    twisted to the point she knew she would be unable to wear it.

    A flash of panic and worry ran shivering down her spine at the thought of being
    all but blind. One half of her glasses was not going to be enough to see what she was
    doing, and there was no way her money would be enough to buy a new pair. Nor could
    she just steal some. It had been a while since Aunt Petunia had taken her to get this
    pair, but she remembered that every pair of glasses needed their own prescription.
    Taking one at random would be just as bad as wearing none at all.

    Cradling the halves of her glasses in her hands, she pulled at her magic to do
    something. To make a new pair or un-break these. That would be even better,
    and with the panic she knew was still coursing strong through her, she pulled at it.
    Fix them. Fix them. Fix them, fix them, fix them fix them fix them fix them
    fixthemfixthemfixthem!

    A shattering sound came from nowhere, and threads of crackling lightning erupted
    from her hands and danced along the outline of the frame. This bright green lightning
    was the only thing she could see clearly, and that more than anything else was the
    hint she needed to figure out what it was.

    This was not real. Like her key or her hand or her smoke, it was just something in
    her head that she saw when her magic was doing something.

    The frame of her glasses twisted in her hands, and when the lightning died out she
    moved them closer to her face and slipped them on. The left lens was covered in
    filth, so she still could not see anything out of it, but other than that they seemed
    fine to her.

    A furious tweeting came from nearby, and she looked up to find Morgan sitting on a
    nearby bush, his feathers puffed up and his little brown eyes glaring at her. He did
    not look injured or hurt at all, but evidently he had not appreciated the wild ride
    down the hill.

    I'm sorry, she told him with just a bit of an edge to her 'voice'. I
    didn't mean to fall off the hill, you know. It
    just happened.

    She picked herself up and wiped the dirty lens as best she could. A little stream
    or something would not go amiss, somewhere she could wash her glasses and get them
    really clean, but she could see. That would do for now. Looking up at the smear she
    left when she fell down the hill, her eyes landed on a sapling that was bent and
    broken at the base, its few remaining leaves pressed against the ground as if a girl
    had rolled over it in an uncontrolled fall.

    I'm sorry, she told the baby tree with much more sincerity than she had
    used addressing her familiar. A closer look showed that the tree was not completely
    broken, but only a few strips of wood held the bulk of it connected to its roots. She
    picked the sapling up and set it upright, but despite looking better she knew the
    moment she let go it would tip over again. There was no way it was going to live, not
    destroyed like this.

    Sucking on her lip for a moment, Hazel tried unsuccessfully to let her eyes
    unfocus for a moment to glance at her glasses. She had no idea how much her glasses
    looked like they used to, but they seemed to be fixed. Could she use that same magic
    to try fixing the tree? Glasses were not alive like a tree was, but plastic and wood
    were not that different.

    It was worth a try if nothing else, she decided, and she braced the top part of
    the sapling against her shoulder while she wrapped her hands around the pieces of the
    tree above and below the break. She knew she could do this now, and with that
    confidence pushing her forward it took just a little focus to bring the lightning
    back. It sparked and spat around the break, and she watched as the splinters of wood
    realigned themselves and reformed into a solid stem. On the outside of where the
    break had been visible there was now a puckered line of lighter brown, almost like a
    scar on the surface of the bark.

    She pulled her hands away from the newly repaired sapling and glanced between the
    tree and her hands. She would have assumed that healing an entire try would be more
    work, more focus, more something than fixing a pair of plastic glasses. If
    anything, it felt… easier.

    Something niggled at the back of her mind. From what she read about the druids
    when she was researching Stonehenge, they were Celtic sorcerers but also seemed to
    have a connection to nature. Was that the explanation? Did her powers work better on
    this tree because she and her mother were descendants of druids?

    It was not the strangest assumption she had ever made about her powers. She knew
    that game book or whatever was not real, just make-believe, but she could not help
    but remember that even that had a nature wizard. This was something that needed more
    investigation.

    What do you think?, she asked Morgan, who was still sitting in the bush.
    I'd say I'm about as off the beaten path as I can possibly be.

    She was not expecting any kind of response from the bird – she was just thinking,
    after all, not talking – so it was a surprise when he gave her a snippet of song and
    fluttered off the branch back to her shoulder. That sounded very much like an
    agreement to her.

    Okay, then. Onwards to maybe find a dead dragon!

    Hazel had no way of knowing how much time she spent wandering among the ancient
    trees after setting off from the path, but if she had to guess she would say she
    spent two or three hours darting around and overall just enjoying herself before she
    found something decidedly… odd.

    In the middle of the trees stood a random clearing, perfectly circular and easily
    visible, as if the sun were peering through the canopy and shining a sunbeam onto
    grass that should not still be so green in the middle of winter. Except, she noticed
    when she looked up, there was no break in the branches and no sunlight streaming
    through the thick layer of clouds in the sky. Within that circular clearing stood
    another circle, but this one was made up of six stone pillars. Pillars that looked
    suspiciously like some of those she had seen at Stonehenge.

    Pushing her way through the random bushes, she stepped onto the springy soft grass
    of the clearing and took a long look at the pillars. On the outsides were sections
    that she supposed was writing at some point, but most of the letters had been worn
    away by time, and what few sections were left were words she did not understand.
    Maybe they were even a different language; she had no way to know. Whatever these
    pillars had to say, it was lost forever, and she doubted she would be able to fix
    this as easily as she had her glasses and the tree.

    The inside of the pillars were a different story. Or, more literally, the same
    story.

    Stepping inside the ring, Hazel blinked in surprise at the carvings still visible.
    They were worn, just as the outside had been, but these carvings were not fragile
    letters. They looked like scenes out of a picture book. One pillar showed nothing but
    a snake-like head with curling horns, its mouth open as flames shot out over the gap
    between the pillars and reappeared on the one to the right, now consuming a house.
    Moving to the left, the next pillar showed a serpentine body with a pair of wings
    rising up, but below the body were people with bows and swords. Knights, fighting
    this monster?

    She continued walking in an anticlockwise direction. The pillar past the knights
    showed more men, these armed not with weapons but with thin rods they held over their
    heads. Magicians, she thought with excitement. That made so much more sense than some
    random woodsman killing this beast. It was a giant effort between lots of people,
    both magicians and not. The stone after that held the tail of the snake, and this
    time there were not just men but women as well, staves in their hands and not wearing
    much in the way of clothes if the round breasts on display were anything to go by.
    The last pillar showed one man, again in robes, holding an oblong shape and handing
    it to a childlike figure with long ears and a long nose.

    She really, really wished those carvings had not been worn away now. Why were
    there two different groups of – she assumed – magic users? Did they use magic
    differently? Why were there only women in the last group with the staves? Was one of
    them a group of druids, and if so, which one was it and what was the other group? Why
    was the truth about the killing of the Gurt Wurm hidden from everyone? Was that shape
    on the last pillar the egg she read about? Was it being handed to an elf or a dwarf
    or something? Why?

    She had so many questions and naught in the way of answers.

    After a moment, she realized that was wrong. She did have one answer, and
    it was the answer to the most important question she had. Was there at one point a
    group of magic users, taught and trained and working their craft outside of folk
    tales and storybooks? Clearly the answer was a resounding yes.

    The magic of this place was still intact, and that made it better than Stonehenge
    to try her hand yet again at meditation. If nothing else, it felt like a more
    comfortable place to spend the night than the well-trod ground at the more famous
    circle.

    She held a finger out for Morgan to climb onto, and then she gave him a light toss
    into the air. You might want to make yourself comfortable. Either I'll find
    something, or it'll be a long night.

    Only then did she take her backpack off and set it outside the stones, then sat
    herself in the exact center of the circle. She closed her eyes and took several
    breaths in and out to put herself into the proper state of mind.

    It was time to see if this place had any secrets to tell her.

    

    The following morning, Hazel and Morgan left the stone circle and headed
    southwest.

    Despite hours and hours trying to meditate in what was so clearly a place that
    magical people had touched, she had nothing to show for it. No hidden knowledge, no
    responding brush of magic, not even a new question that needed answers. Nothing.

    She was starting to question whether her initial assumption about the value of
    meditation was on point or just very wrong. That doubt plagued her through the three
    days of travel required to reach her next destination, this time yet another forest
    that had a reputation of magic. Unlike Shervage Wood, Wistman's Wood's supposed
    history was much darker and bloodier. It was rumored to be a site of druidic magic
    and sacrifice, a forest covered in moss and inhabited by unnaturally venomous adders
    and demonic dogs and restless spirits. Numerous people who had visited the site and
    written of their experiences all suggested the same thing: this was a place of
    terrible, frightening power.

    It was the second little forest on her list, and she could only hope it would
    yield as much or more knowledge than Shervage Wood had.

    No one else seemed to be interested in touring this wood, not like the line she
    had needed to navigate a few days prior. Passing by a large stone with old writing
    carved into it, she slipped into the shade provided by the stumpy oak trees covered
    by moss and vines. Shervage Wood was more beautiful, but this? This was far more
    mysterious.

    Morgan let out a curious snippet of song when she stopped and closed her eyes for
    several seconds before moving on again. I don't know what I'm looking for,
    she admitted. Maybe I'm wasting my time. Maybe I'm just doing this wrong. I don't
    know. I'm going to try doing this one more time and try it a few different ways, and
    if nothing still happens, we'll give it up as a bad job. But first I want to make
    sure I'm in as magic-y a place as I can find. Best chance of something
    happening.

    Every thirty or forty feet she stopped and waited with her eyes closed as she
    hoped for something to give her a hint of what direction she needed to go. She
    clambered over rocks, slipped on patches of moss, ducked beneath low tree branches.
    For an hour she moved through the woods, the only strange feeling she got the one of
    being watched. Try as she might, she could not find where the source of that feeling
    was coming from.

    Pushing through a thin wall of branches, Hazel stopped in her tracks and blinked
    at the sight before her.

    In the middle of the forest in front of her burbled a little stream running a
    crooked course between the outcroppings of rock, and above it the canopy broke up
    more than anywhere else in the forest to send more than just dappled light onto the
    water. Closing her eyes once again, she waited. And waited.

    Was there maybe a little hint of a strange feeling in her mind? She could not
    honestly say if she really felt different or if it was all in her imagination.

    A huff, and she slipped her backpack off and sat down on a nearby rock that was
    not completely encased in thick moss. Even if it was all in her imagination, she was
    tired of wandering around. Last chance, Hazel. Make it count, she told
    herself. Doing her best to ignore Morgan shuffling around on her shoulder, she closed
    her eyes and focused.

    With all the practice she had gotten over the last few weeks, it did not take her
    long to push away her worries and her doubts and find that floaty feeling of calm.
    That was no different than it had been since she started doing this in Greater
    Whinging. It certainly did not get her any closer to what she wanted.

    Time to try something new then. When she was meditating, it was by its
    nature a passive act. She was not doing anything, just reaching for a sense of
    balance. Maybe she needed to be more active with it. How would anything know it
    needed to talk to her if she did not tell it she was there?

    She could imagine what she looked like sitting on the rock: a dirt-stained girl in
    stolen clothes, big plastic glasses and roughly cut hair. Now she imagined something
    else, a wave of white light bursting off her as if a bubble of magic was lifting off
    her skin. The bubble popped, sending the magic in all directions with a silent
    pop.

    She waited, and waited, and waited. No answering call. No whispers in her mind.
    Nothing. After several minutes, she imagined the bubble again, and again it popped.
    Still nothing. The next time, she held the bubble in place. Was the pop not the key,
    but the bubble itself, and she kept it around for too short a time to get any
    response?

    Several minutes passed before she quit imagining the bubble. This was doing no
    good.

    Another idea she had on the trek from one wood to another had been trying to
    breath in any nearby magic, but while that was a decent idea, she had no idea how she
    was supposed to find the magic in the first place to try breathing it in. Plus that
    should have worked while she was meditating in the middle of that stone circle, and
    nothing had happened.

    Mum and I might be born druids, she reminded herself. She could heal
    plants. Her mum had made flowers move and turned a teacup into a mouse, a living
    thing. Could she just be doing it wrong? To get in touch with the magic of this
    place, of nature, did she need to be like nature?

    Her body was already sitting straight like a tree trunk, and now she gave herself
    roots. Crooked and twisted roots shot down from her imagined self into the rock and
    earth. Trees needed roots to suck up water and vitamins and other stuff from the
    ground. She would use her own roots to try sucking up a little teeny bit of
    magic.

    The sound of the wind blowing through the trees and the faint splashes of the
    brook against the rocks changed. It was not sudden, not extreme, but slowly the
    noises grew louder. The feeling of the trees surrounding her pressed tighter against
    her. It was as if the whole forest was closing up around her, squeezing her in the
    middle. But not cruelly, not as if it was trying to hurt her. More as if the forest
    had suddenly come alive and was trying to wrap her up and keep her with it and never
    let her go.

    It was no secret whispered into her ear, but it was a feeling of acceptance and
    belonging. Or maybe it was all in her head.

    Twittering in her ear threatened to distract her from this feeling, but the more
    she tried to shut it out the louder it got. A mental fog broke open as she realized
    it was Morgan she was hearing, and it was not his normal song but something more
    along the lines of a shriek. What had gotten into him?

    A splash, louder than the normal water sounds, came from right in front of
    her.

    Hazel opened her eyes, not sure what she was expecting to see. Whatever it was, it
    was not what she found. Standing in the middle of the stream was a large dog or
    wolf-like creature, its coat a solid black from nose to tail. The fur was ruffled and
    spiky, and it looked almost like it was smoldering, for here and there little wisps
    of dark smoke were rising. Its eyes were enormous, taking up most of its cheeks, and
    unlike the brown of blue of a normal dog they were a bright red that seemed to glow
    in contrast to its dark fur and pulsed slowly, growing dimmer and brighter by turn.
    As if the color and glow were not enough, it did not have round pupils like a dog or
    slits like a cat. The pupils were thick rectangles sitting on their sides, almost
    like a goat.

    The dog-creature opened its mouth to let its pink tongue hang out and show off its
    long, yellowed fangs.

    Oh. Right. Wistman's Wood was said to be inhabited by creatures called
    hellhounds.

    Her immediate reaction to coming nose-to-snout with this beast was to ready
    herself to jump through space, but it was not coming any closer. It was not growling.
    It was just staring at her, as if it did not know what to do with the girl who had
    wandered into its domain.

    The lack of attacking was not reassuring at all to Morgan, who had quit his
    warning calls and was now huddled up like a ball of puff at the junction of her
    shoulder and neck.

    The hellhound tilted its head, and she tilted her own to match. Was it hungry,
    maybe? What did it even eat? Probably meat, and lots of it, but even then it still
    had not lashed out.

    An idea came to her, and even knowing it was stupid she still did not have any
    better plans. Never taking her eyes off the hellhound's, she unzipped her backpack
    and pulled out the mostly empty bag of trail mix. A little shake told her just how
    little was left, but nevertheless she poured the last of the nuts and chocolates and
    raisins into her left hand and stretched it out towards the smoking wolf.

    The hellhound took its eyes off her and looked down at her palm, then back at her
    face, and back at her palm. Its paws splashed in the water when it came closer, its
    head now nearly close enough for her to reach out and pet. Not that she would because
    the size of its mouth and teeth meant it would not have any trouble biting off an
    unwanted hand. The wet black nose approached the trail mix and took several deep
    sniffs.

    A moment later it snorted, and the hot, sour breath it let out was foul enough
    Hazel could not keep herself from gagging.

    Something wet smeared itself over her hand, and she looked down to find the food
    gone and replaced by a coat of thick, sticky spit, trails of it stretched out between
    her fingers. Her face scrunched up in disgust. The hellhound, on the other hand, just
    turned around and bounded off, splashing through the stream before it vanished into
    shadows that looked much too small to hide such a big creature.

    That went well, she told herself and the songbird still pressed into her
    neck. Gross, but hey, we didn't get eaten. That's something to be happy
    about.

    Let's get out of here before that changes.

    

    In case you were wondering, all the sites Hazel will be visiting for the
    next several chapters are real places in England. Admittedly, some creative license
    may be taken here and there to make it a little more interesting to read about, but
    that's just how fantasy fiction rolls sometimes.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    6. The Ruins
  

  
    ro781727: How the Trace works and is applied is extremely
    inconsistent throughout canon. My headcanon is that it is applied to the wands
    themselves when on Platform 9 3/4, so the main use of the Trace is to keep wizards of
    school age from casting magic all over the place when they are on holiday. There are
    other ways to detect magic to some degree, primarily for Apparation without a license
    or in front of Muggles or magical events big enough that the Department of Magical
    Accidents and Catastrophes needs to be called in, but these methods are not
    person-specific like the Trace.

    "Sign language": A few people now have asked whether Hazel will
    learn sign language. There are two big issues I see with this. First, the majority of
    people do not know sign language, so she would have to go out of her way to find
    people who could understand her. Second, she has no reason to go looking for it. She
    already has a means to communicate: writing, which everyone can understand unlike
    sign language. It also isn't like she's deaf and needs to know sign language to be
    communicated to. She can hear just fine, she just can't speak back.

    So no, Hazel will NOT learn sign language unless someone can point out a major
    benefit to her that I'm overlooking.

    

    Chapter 6

    The Ruins

    The sun had already vanished below the horizon not quite an hour before when Hazel
    set foot in the town of Tavistock. There was nothing special that drew her to this
    place; it was simply somewhere to stop and rest for the night. She had initially
    planned to sleep in a little village called Peter Tavy, which was along the more
    direct route from Wistman's Wood to her next destination – and was supposedly haunted
    to boot! – but taking stock of her supplies she had found that she was running out of
    food again. Tavistock was not a large town, but it was bigger than Peter Tavy and
    would have somewhere she could stop to grab stuff to eat.

    Street lamps were already lighting up the streets, and she kept a wary eye out as
    she wandered down the pavement. She was not worried enough about being seen to cloak
    herself in the grey smoke of her invisibility, but neither was she interested in the
    police coming to find her. School may have started already, and there was no way she
    was giving up her newfound freedom to sit in a classroom all day. Truant officers
    were therefore a legitimate concern.

    The wind blew again, colder even than the last time and with a dampness that spoke
    of coming snow. She ducked down an alleyway and huddled against the brick wall. She
    had spent a few nights out in the elements since leaving Little Whinging, but when
    the worst weather came through she always tried to duck into a building to sleep. She
    did not trust herself to get through a snowy winter night without some kind of cover.
    That seemed like a wonderful way to turn herself into a popsicle.

    Without warning, the door on the opposite wall a little ways deeper into the alley
    opened up, and an older man wearing a black apron and a white shirt stepped out. The
    large rubbish bag over his shoulder was flung into the dumpster nearby, and he turned
    enough that his eyes fell onto her.

    "Dear god!"

    Hazel flinched back at the sound of his thought. That was a sharper reaction than
    she had earned since leaving Privet Drive. She should have made herself
    invisible.

    A moment later, the flash of fear left. There was nothing here to really fear. If
    he tried to do anything, she could always teleport somewhere else in a single jump.
    Not to mention that other than the Dursleys, most adults preferred to ignore her. So
    long as he stuck to yelling at her to go away, she would be fine.

    "Calm. Calm," the man continued in his own mind. "Can't scare her
    away. Hello, little one." He raised one hand slowly in a tiny wave, the care of
    his movement odd but fitting with the voice he had used when he finally spoke to her.
    It was the voice of someone trying to tease a wounded kitten out from behind a box.
    "Mighty cold out here tonight, isn't it?"

    She gave him a strange look back before surreptitiously looking down at her
    clothes. Was something on her that was making him react so strangely? Her jeans were
    dirty from several days out on the road, and her coat had grime shoved deep into the
    creases of the puffs, but she did not look that bad.

    He must have noticed her look because his face crinkled and his small frown grew.
    "I think I have some soup left inside. Good thing I didn't dump the pot yet.
    Be nice to get something warm in your belly, wouldn't it? Come on, girlie. Please
    just come inside. All I want to do is help."

    That last thought drew a blink from her. Most of his thoughts were throwing up red
    flags of stranger danger, but that put everything in a different light. There was
    little chance that could be a trap, though. It was not as if he routinely came around
    mind-readers. She took a single step closer, then a second.

    "There we go. That's a good girl. Come on, lass. Don't want you freezing
    to death."

    Thinking the matter over again, she shrugged to herself and approached much less
    tentatively. It was not as if he could do anything to trap her here even if he wanted
    too. She had jumped from a locked cupboard to the kitchen the night she left the
    Dursleys. It followed that she could get out of any locked room.

    The man stepped backwards when she got closer, holding the door open for her until
    she crossed the threshold. The room she entered was full of gleaming steel counters
    and cooking things and strange gizmos, obviously the kitchen of some restaurant or
    something. "Have a seat," he said, pulling a stool closer to one of the counters and
    grabbing a spoon from a plastic rack. "Not the broccoli and cheese. Too rich for
    her stomach. I'll be right back. The beef soup. That'll do."

    The man turned away and hustled along the counter for a moment and around a corner
    deeper into the building. With him out of sight, she glanced around until she could
    see her reflection in the polished refrigerator. She frowned in confusion while
    looking it up and down. What had disturbed him like that? Sure, her cheeks were a
    little sunken in, the bones above more prominent than before, but not to the point
    that she looked like a skull or something.

    He returned before she could think too much on that, a bowl in one hand and a
    plate in the other. The plate had chunks of bread on it along with a glass of water,
    but it was the bowl that really caught her attention. Steam rose from it, bringing a
    scent to her nose that instantly made her stomach growl. The spoon was in her hand
    almost without a thought. Her eyes rose briefly to glance his way only to find that
    he was very intentionally not looking directly at her, as if he thought she would run
    if he watched her eat.

    The spoon dipped into the soup, rose, and moved to her mouth. Flavors so basic and
    yet so foreign to anything she had eaten lately swept over her tongue. A second
    spoonful quickly followed, then a third and a fourth and a fifth.

    "Poor thing acts like she hasn't eaten in a year."

    His words hit her ears, and she slowed down enough to focus on what she was doing.
    In what felt like only seconds, she had downed half the bowl, and one of the pieces
    of bread was in her other hand dripping with broth after having been dunked in the
    soup. The flavor of beef, beans, and spices still danced in her mouth, and if
    anything her stomach felt even emptier than before she started eating.

    Unease wormed into her belly alongside the food and squirmed. She had tried to
    avoid stealing as much as she could, which meant making the food she did take last as
    long as she could. Even before she escaped from her cupboard, she had gone a week
    without any food whatsoever. When was the last time she had eaten a full meal? A
    month? Longer, considering the Dursleys always gave her the smallest portion of
    whatever Aunt Petunia cooked?

    On the one hand, no wonder she was hungry now. On the other, if she was wolfing
    down whatever was put in front of her, clearly she needed to eat more. And if that
    meant stealing more often...

    "Don't worry about running out," the man told her, now sitting on a stool. His
    thoughts were not words, just a tide of sorrow. "There's plenty more where that came
    from."

    She returned to her meal, though not quite as hasty as she had been. If nothing
    else, the slower pace let her savor the flavor.

    Her ravenous appetite started flagging at the end of the third bowl of soup, and
    she waved off a fourth when it was offered. She was comfortably full now, even if she
    had no idea where she had just put it all, and she did not want to overstuff herself
    and tempt all of it coming back up. Only once she leaned back against the wall to the
    side did she look up and find the man still looking at her with sad eyes. A brittle
    smile came to his face. "Feeling better?"

    Hazel gave him a nod.

    "I bet. Not that it will do a lot. One good meal will only go so far." He
    leaned forwards, propping his elbows on his knees. "You know, you don't have to live
    out on the streets. If you want some help, I can get in touch with someone I know.
    She can help you out. Warm, dry place to stay. Food every day. I hope Karen still
    works at that shelter, anyway. It isn't a long drive from Plymouth. Might be able to
    come by tonight, or at the latest tomorrow. What do you think? Sound good?
    Please say yes. She can help get in touch with the girl's family too, I
    bet."

    She shook her head, doing her best to ignore the last thought. He had no idea what
    her life had been like with the Dursleys. It was not a threat, that thought, just him
    trying to help as best as he knew how. She appreciated the sentiment, but he did not
    understand that that form of help was the last thing she needed. For the first time
    in what felt like a long time, she slipped the backpack off her shoulders and dug
    into it for her pad of paper and a

    pen.

    "I'm going somewhere," she wrote before turning it so he could read.

    "Homeless, hungry, and can't talk. Terrible." The man nodded his head,
    acting as though his thoughts were not affecting him. "Going somewhere, huh?
    Family, maybe? Someone who can take care of you? It would be faster getting
    there by car rather than by foot. That way if there isn't someone there, somebody
    can still take you to safety."

    "I'm enjoying the trip."

    His bottom lip slipped into his mouth. "Should just call Karen anyway, but I
    don't know how I'd keep her here. Wouldn't do any good to call the police. Saw them
    chase that other guy out of town for no good reason. Don't want them near a slip of a
    girl like this. She looks like she'd get hurt by the wind blowing the wrong
    way."

    The pen was already moving as she wrote out her next, and probably last,
    statement. "I need to get moving again. Thank you for the food. I really
    appreciate it." She held up the page long enough for him to read it, then
    slipped both the pad and the pen back into the pack. It was the truth. She did
    appreciate his kindness, accepting a total stranger into what she assumed was his
    place of business and giving her food just because she looked like she needed it.

    But just because her freedom was hard, harder than she expected when she first set
    out, did not mean she wanted to give it up. It was better than anything else in her
    life had ever been.

    "Agggh. At least take something with you. Come on." He waved for her to
    follow him to the rear of the building. "I can at least make sure she doesn't
    starve for a couple of days."

    The rear of the building turned out to be its front, and she stepped into the
    brightly lit front of a deli. While she admired the red and white tiles, the man
    quickly sliced two loaves of bread and stacked them high with meat and cheese,
    followed up with fresh slices of lettuce and tomato. Once both thick sandwiches were
    made, he wrapped them up in wax paper and handed them over with a conflicted
    expression on his face. "If wherever you're going doesn't turn out right," he slowly
    said, "you can always make your way back. That offer to get you some help will still
    be here."

    Giving him a bright smile, she slipped the sandwiches into her backpack and with
    barely a second thought stepped forwards to give him a hug. He was surprised at the
    sudden gesture, but in her eyes he deserved it. Here he was, a total stranger, and in
    the last half hour he had been kinder to her than her own family or anyone who knew
    her growing up in Little Whinging. She pulled away and gave him a nod.

    She highly doubted she would wind up taking him up on that offer, but it was good
    to have it in her back pocket just in case.

    A few steps out the front door, she stopped and looked back at the deli. Was there
    anything she could do, any bit of magic that she had that would repay his kindness?
    None came to mind, but maybe there was something else she could do. Laying her hand
    on the brick wall, she closed her eyes and let out a deep breath.

    This man is kind, she said to anything that might be listening to a
    little witch like her. He did a good turn for someone he didn't know out of
    nothing but the goodness of his heart. That should be worth something, some little
    reward. His business matters to him. Let it succeed. Let it grow and prosper, so his
    kindness is returned to him many times over.

    Her eyes opened, and she pulled the backpack higher on her shoulders. She had no
    idea if that would work, but it was all she had to give back. Hopefully it would do
    something.

    

    Waves crashed against the nearby shore, and a dark rain pelted ground that was
    normally safe from the water. Hazel had to shield her eyes to look out over the
    turbulent waters to find the narrow footbridge that led from the mainland to the tiny
    spit of land and the steep, narrow stairs that led higher to the ruined castle on the
    peak.

    She almost wanted to slap herself. In hindsight, she really could have chosen a
    better time to visit the remains of Tintagel Castle.

    The stone bridge was slick beneath her feet, but at least there was nobody else
    around. She had watched the ancient site for most of the day, and it was shocking how
    long people were waiting to take a look at the site. The crowds finally cleared out
    as the dark storm clouds rolled in, but even then she chose to wait until the staff
    were likewise absent. Considering she had seen people showing tickets to enter, they
    likely would not think kindly of her trying to sneak in.

    Another wave washed over the stones and threatened to wash them away into the cold
    sea. She knew that was unlikely to happen this night, not when it had survived for
    hundreds of years, but nevertheless the flow of the water pushed her into crossing
    the bridge quicker than she had been. Once across the bridge, she just had to climb
    up a set of downright treacherous steps, and then she would be inside the remains of
    the castle where King Arthur himself was born.

    As soon as she set her feet on the stairs, a nasty wind blew and forced her to
    huddle against the cliff face in which they were built. The stairs themselves were
    steep, uneven, and slick with the rain. She did not want to chance falling backwards
    and tumbling down. She could fix her glasses and a tree, but that did not mean she
    wanted to try doing the same with a busted skull.

    Lightning flashed, glinting off the wet steps beneath her, and when the thunder
    cracked she took the last step and stood on the broken stone and the grass on the top
    of the island. Without the moon above, she had to rely on her torch for light, even
    if the frequent blasts of lightning provided its own eerie glimpse at the rest of the
    landscape. The unrelenting rain did not improve her visibility any.

    Crouching down behind a ruined wall, she pulled the map of the site from her back
    pocket and opened it underneath her bent torso so she could keep it as dry as
    possible. Not that it was going to be any drier than anything else on her, and sure
    enough the colored inks were already starting to run through the sodden paper. She
    could still make out the overall layout of the island, but the small numbers were
    gone, so she had no idea what any of the structures actually were. She was
    essentially walking around blind.

    Thunder burst around her once more, and she wiped her growing strands of hair off
    her face and glared up at the storm for a brief second before her glasses were too
    smeared to see out of them. This is a bad idea, she decided after a moment.
    It's too dark and too rainy to see anything. I don't know if I'd be able to find
    any signs of magic even if the were there. Nor did she think she could stop and
    meditate. The raindrops pelting her were distracting enough as it was, and the
    crackling storm above her had its own strange, almost frightening power that she
    expected would mask any subtle feelings of magic.

    I should probably call it quits and find somewhere dry, but… Her torch
    focused on the ground and her feet moving carefully so as not to fall off the cliff,
    she reached the edge of the little plateau and shined the beam down at the bridge. A
    fortuitous flash of lightning lit up the sea and revealed a dark hole half-submerged
    on the edge of the island.

    If she could not find any secrets within the castle, she had no option but to
    explore Merlin's Cave. It was not as if she were not already soaked to the bone. What
    harm could a little more water do?

    The beam of the torch played along the edge until she found the stairs again, and
    she started the climb down. It was only a hundred or so steps. As long as she was
    careful, she would be fine.

    Her left foot hit the edge of one of the steps, and it crumbled just enough for
    her trainer to slip off.

    Hazel's eyes went wide as she felt herself start to fall.

    Hard, unforgiving stone slammed into her legs. Her chest. Her head. She spun as
    she fell, opening more targets for the stone stairs to bash and break. Something
    sharp stabbed through her leg and ripped a harsh gasp from her mouth. Halfway down,
    her hand finally caught a stair and turned her tumbling fall into a slide that ended
    another five steps down.

    The end of the fall made the pain in her leg burn even hotter, so strong that
    tears were pouring down her cheeks and mingling with the rain. She looked down
    through her right eye, the only side that still had her glasses intact, and a wave of
    nausea swept through her when she saw how her leg was twisted the wrong way around
    below her knee. Something white and slicked with red had punched through the skin,
    and darkness creeped into the edges of her vision and threatened to make her pass out
    before she blinked and looked away.

    There was no way she was walking on that. She was trapped here, in the middle of a
    storm with a broken leg.

    The snap of bone she heard during her fall was familiar, and swallowing down the
    urge to throw up all over herself she reached down with both hands to hover just
    above the leg bone sticking through her skin. It was just like when she broke the
    sapling. She healed that. She could heal this. She could!

    Scrunching her face, she tried to imagine the green lighting bursting forth from
    her hands to course over her injuries and seal them shut. She tried to imagine the
    pain shooting up from her leg all the way to her belly stopping. She tried to imagine
    being able to walk again.

    Her hands shook, and water dripped from them, but aside from a few glimmers of
    light around the edges of the wound was nothing. There was too much pain, too much to
    distract her and steal away her focus.

    Several minutes passed, and she looked up to a sky that was completely covered
    with clouds. Great sobs escaped her, but she could not stop them any more than she
    could stop her tears or the pain. The storm still rumbled, the thunder growing louder
    if anything, and she let loose a silent

    scream of anger and pain at the heavens. A tiny growl eventually escaped at the
    very end, the air from her lungs passing through a tightening throat even if her
    vocal cords were useless.

    It was the storm's fault she was like this! Why she was hurting and could not
    walk! She already could not speak, and now she was further crippled?! It wasn't fair!
    Her hands grabbed her ruined leg, her anger spiking further while the flashes in the
    clouds above came faster and faster. She did not want much! She just wanted her leg
    fixed!

    A sharp crack shredded the air and made her ears ring, lightning striking
    scarily close and the thunder that followed nearly shoving her to the side into the
    rocky cliff. The storm unleashing the power she had already felt, clearly not pleased
    at being yelled at.

    And in time with a second crack, emerald lightning erupted from her hands at
    last.

    Perhaps it was the nature of her power. Perhaps it was how her spell seemed to be
    affected by the storm raging around her. Whatever it was, her healing was anything
    but gentle. A slurp came as the bone was all but yanked back under the skin.
    Her shin spun with as much violent force as had been used to break it in the first
    place. Pins and needles raced down her leg from knee to the tips of her toes and then
    bounced back harsher and faster all the way to her hip and lower back, another wave
    of nausea roiling in her stomach.

    Gasping and grabbing still at her leg, Hazel stared down at where the break had
    been and was no longer. She bent and straightened her knee, then rolled her ankle
    around and around. Everything felt… fine. As if it had never been hurt in the first
    place.

    Her glasses were still broken, so she reached up and found that the frame itself
    was still intact, if admittedly twisted on her head. It was the left lens that was
    ruined. Pulling the glasses off her head, she held them in her hand and forced the
    lightning out again. The plastic reformed, and the glass or plastic or whatever it
    was in the lens felt like it was regrowing from nothing until her glasses were once
    more restored to their former self. It was noticeably harder to do this than when she
    fixed them in Shervage Wood, and that worried her. Was there a limit to the number of
    times she could fix something? Or maybe it was just that healing her leg had used up
    too much of her magic power and she was running on empty.

    That had its own worrisome implications.

    The thunder started to soften, but the rain was still coming down in buckets, and
    understandably she had less than no intention of walking down the stairs after this
    experience. She pushed herself onto her feet and grasped the straps of her backpack.
    There was enough worry in her gut that she was dearly tempted to hold onto the rock
    wall, but she forced that away long enough to hop in place—

    —and land on the island side of the bridge.

    The sudden appearance created a splash in the air as she suddenly took up the same
    space as the drops of rain, and she did her best to shake off the extra water. For
    all the good it did, anyway. Now she was not in as much danger of being electrocuted
    by sudden blasts of lightning, but in return she was back in range of the waves.

    Her gaze found the entrance of the cave, and she bit her lip. The entire reason
    she came back down so soon was because she wanted to get a look at a cave affiliated
    with Merlin, the greatest wizard she had ever heard of. That was before she broke her
    leg, though. Was she willing to risk another injury like that so soon?

    Another wave hit the shore of the island with a violent crash, and she imagined
    herself being thrown into the cliff with that much force.

    Nope. Not doing that. She gave the cave a sad look and a small wave. The
    shiver that raced down her spine added further weight to her decision. Sorry,
    Merlin. I'll come back to take a look at you later, maybe. But not tonight.

    

    Some of this chapter was written in an emergency room lobby. I'll let you
    guess which part.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    7. The Circus
  

  
    Glrasshopper: I haven't gone into extensive detail in-story
    because Hazel herself doesn't know much beyond "I can't talk, and it's because of
    this scar on my neck I got the same time my parents died". What I will reveal is that
    her vocal cords are ruined, to the point she can't make any vocalizations whatsoever.
    (Even when whispering, you still need your cords closed to create air turbulence. She
    can't even do that.) An electrolarynx would have helped that, but do you really think
    the Dursleys would buy her something that expensive?

    RedShirt1453: My overall plan is for Hazel to learn or recreate a
    few different skills that never showed up in the books. As for the Wizarding World,
    they mostly have forgotten these places for a number of reason. First, blame Binns.
    When you have not one, not two, but several generations of Hogwarts students
    who never got a good grasp of history, that causes lots of issues. Hogwarts isn't the
    only school of magic in Britain, but it is the best and the one other schools base
    themselves on. Second, wizards who ARE in the know don't want to talk about other
    magical traditions on the island. Part of that is a superiority complex and not
    wanting to admit they needed help for stuff like taking down the Gurt Wurm, and part
    of that is guilt about something else they did (which WILL come up in-story). Third,
    at least with regards to "places of power", using an external source of magic isn't
    something that wizards by and large do. That was more a druidic tradition.

    jh831: Hazel's jumping works the same as Apparation, namely that
    she has to have an idea where she's going to get there. It was too dark to see
    anything besides the very entrance to the cave, which still puts her at risk of being
    slammed into the rocky shore by the waves. She also wouldn't be able to keep people
    out of the cave. Merlin's Cave at Tintagel is an actual seaside cave you can visit
    and walk into, so somebody would notice.

    Winlyn: Keep in mind that Hazel is only nine years old. The
    epitome of grace she is not. XD

    "Where's the bird?": Morgan was smart and stayed out of the rain.
    Also, I keep falling into the same trap as I did with Loki and JKR did with Hedwig,
    namely not mentioning them except when they play a direct role in the story.

    

    Chapter 7
The Circus

    Raindrops pelted Hazel's head, and she took a moment to look up at the sky and
    glare. After two days at Tintagel waiting for the rains to stop, she had left the
    island and the cave that still taunted her with the mysteries she was sure were
    hiding within. The rain and the cold ocean waters together were enough of a deterrent
    that she planned to put off swimming into the cave until sometime in the summer, when
    it was not freezing cold.

    And then the blasted rain followed her as she walked back east.

    Her thoroughly filthy trainers squelched through the mud, and she looked up the
    slope of the hill towards the stone tower that sat at the top. She had actually been
    excited to visit Glastonbury Tor, but the pictures she had seen in various books were
    all taken during the day. It was much less impressive seen behind all the rain coming
    down. She hoped the tall St. Michael's tower would provide some little respite. On
    the plus side, the rain meant that fewer people were here than she expected would be
    here on a normal day, currently just a smattering of umbrellas huddled around the
    tower.

    Glastonbury Tor was the site of several myths of different types, and she was
    eager to discover which one was true. She had read that it was connected to the Isle
    of Avalon, the island where the dying King Arthur was brought to be buried. Another
    book had said it was the place where the Holy Grail was kept, the sacred cup that
    would give eternal youth. Yet more books talked about it being an entrance
    to Annwn, one of the Otherworlds of the Celts and ruled by a fairy king named either
    Gwyn ap Nudd or Arawn. Or maybe it was a portal to the realm of the dead. There was
    no telling which story was true, and she knew even less which one she wanted to be
    true.

    If she were honest with herself, she would admit that finding a doorway to the
    land of the dead would be… worthwhile. To be able to find her mother and ask
    questions, just to be able to see her? Hazel knew that was surely not going
    to be the case, but part of her could not help but hold out the tiniest sliver of
    hope.

    Her hopes for getting dry were dashed into nothingness when she arrived at the
    tower itself. The walls were intact, of course, but the same could not be said about
    the roof. It was not as if it had recently be damaged, either; where the tops of the
    walls ended was just a square hole. The stones that made up the floor were slick and
    smooth from years and years of water pounding them, and remembering her relatively
    recent experience in the ruins of Tintagel she carefully watched her step while
    walking around the interior.

    One corner of the building was drier than the others, sheltered beneath a low
    overhang that had almost crumbled away through the centuries, and she huddled
    underneath it. Morgan, apparently noticing that it was not as wet as it had been,
    sidestepped out of the crook of her neck where he had done his best to avoid the
    rain. A flutter of wings and feather sprayed what rainwater had accumulated on him
    all over the place, and he turned his puffed up head towards her and gave her a birdy
    glare.

    It's not my fault everything's wet, she scolded him. He had settled
    himself into a tree when she was trying to explore Tintagel, but there were no trees
    close to the hill of the Tor. Her pet was okay waiting a short distance away, but
    when she had suggested he wait in a dry bush just over a kilometer away his response
    had been to peck the lobe of her ear and squeeze closer as if he were trying to slip
    beneath her skin. Besides, you're a bird. You should be used to getting wet. I
    doubt your flock only flew around when it was clear and sunny.

    He ignored that entirely and settled back down. Hazel, on the other hand, looked
    around with a grimace. It seemed that the few people who had made the trek up here
    were already leaving, and if she had any money worth betting she would guess it was
    because the rain was only getting heavier as the day wore on. The sky was not getting
    any less grey, that was for sure.

    For all her chiding, she would not mind getting dry either. As it was, she was
    going to be stuck in wet clothes for the rest of the day. Wet and dirty clothes, she
    reminded herself with a look at everything from her knees down. A grass and dirt hill
    was fine for walking when it was not being turned into a pile of mud.

    Plus, she was getting tired of having to wash her clothes in sinks. She knew that
    proper washing machines used special soap to clean clothes, but that also was just
    one more thing to keep in the limited space in her backpack. She had tried a few
    times to imagine a washing machine, even an iron, to clean her things, but the mental
    picture never took. She supposed it was because unlike a hand or a key, both of which
    were simple to picture or feel, she had no idea how either machine worked. Or maybe
    her mental tools just could not be machines and had to be simple. She could not know
    for sure, not when she was still making this all up as she went.

    Pools of water had formed on the floor, and she watched as raindrops fell into
    them and sent ripples spreading out over the surface and crashing into each other.
    She was a little tempted to wash her shoes off right here and now; the motions just
    make it look so clean, even if she knew the water was dirty from hundreds and
    thousands of dirty feet walking all over it. It was just so unfair—

    Her thoughts stopped in their tracks, and she watched the ripples more intently.
    It did look clean. Just seeing it, her mind went to getting clean, washing
    dirt and grime off everything and leaving it pristine.

    Not all her tools were copies of real things. Doctors did not use
    lighting to heal people. Being covered in smoke did not make people unnoticeable.
    They were pictures in her head to give her magic something to focus on. If lightning
    and smoke worked, why not rippling water?

    You might want to settle in, she told Morgan. This is going to take a
    while.

    Hazel was happier than ever that this corner of the tower was more or less dry.
    She slid down the wall onto the ground, the rear end of her jeans becoming damp from
    the water that was there. Still, it was not so bad that she could not close her eyes
    and try to focus. If anything it helped get her started.

    First things first. Water is wet. As obvious a statement as it was, that
    was to be the basis of her newest spell, assuming she could get it to work. Hazel
    thought of the wet on her pants, then about how it felt when her hands were fresh
    from the sink. Water washes away dirt. She remembered how her hands felt
    when she finished working in the garden for the Dursleys only to stick them under the
    faucet and let the water wipe the dirt away. She added soap to her framework,
    thinking about how it felt slick in her hands and the almost nothing weight of the
    bubbles that accumulated when she washed her clothes. Then the water dries.
    Clothes straight from the sink, still dripping wet, went from being heavy to dry and
    returning to their normal weight.

    That was what she wanted. Not just to get things wet. If that was all she was
    capable of, she might as well keep sneaking into buildings to wash her clothes in the
    sink. She still did not know how many spells she could learn to cast before she had
    to rely on special items to help her out like so many wizards and witches in books
    did. She was not going to waste what might be a limited resource on something that
    was not useful.

    Taking those feelings she had, the memories she had called up, she stared at her
    trainers, the white toes and sides invisible under days of caked on dirt, and the
    brown smears covering most of her lower legs. I want them
    clean.

    Something shifted at the edge of her jeans, barely peeking from the other side of
    her leg. Another mental push, and ripples of pale blue swept over the dirt and mud.
    Slowly at first, but quickly getting faster, they bounced back and forth and off each
    other, just like the ripples in the pool had done. Where they moved, the layers of
    brown lightened, and they kept going and going and going until every speck of dirt
    was gone.

    I did it. Morgan, I did it! She scrambled to her feet and jumped in joy –
    her spell worked! – and slammed the top of her head against the stone shelf
    that was providing protection from the rain. Her butt hit the ground again as she
    covered her aching head with her hands. Ouch!

    Morgan, who had jumped off her shoulder at the sudden movement, twittered at her
    in a manner that sounded suspiciously like laughter.

    Still, she had succeeded! Never again would she have to hide somewhere just to get
    clean or scare nice old men because she looked like something that crawled out of the
    dumpster. You can quit laughing now, she told her bird with a frown when she
    realized he was still chirping at her. Besides, we haven't figured out what this
    place really was. There has to be something here.
    It wouldn't have as many stories about it if there weren't.

    …Then again, there was story after story about Stonehenge, and she had found
    absolutely nothing there. This could be the same way. She hoped not, but she
    could not rule it out.

    Shoving those thoughts from her head, Hazel settled back down in a cross-legged
    position and closed her eyes. She knew from her experiments in Wistman's Wood that
    reaching 'roots' into the ground had connected her to the forest. Could she do the
    same thing with the hill? It was worth a try.

    She had to adjust herself a few times before she managed to ignore the wet, but
    eventually she managed to get herself in the right frame of mind. Almost immediately
    her eyes popped open again. There was something here. She could not describe
    just what it was, even to herself; the closest she could manage was that there was an
    itch on the inside of her skull coming from one side. It had pulsed and
    throbbed in her mind as soon as she reached into the ground. No subtlety or welcoming
    like the Woods had offered her, either. This was right there, standing apart from
    everything else.

    Hazel picked herself off the ground, avoiding the shelf this time around, and
    waited for Morgan to flap back to her shoulder before she left the tower. This itch
    was on the steep side.

    Glastonbury Tor was not the tower at the top of the hill. It was the entire hill,
    a strange structure of seven steps or terraces that had smoothed out and been covered
    by thick green grass. The hill itself had two sides. One, the side she had climbed to
    get here, was longer with a gentler slope. That was the side most everybody climbed.
    The side opposite was steeper, the terraces nearly merging into each other. That was
    where her feet and her feeling carried her. She could not tell just where it was
    outside the tower, and even looking back and trying to compare where she had felt it
    coming from while she was sitting down was ineffective.

    Scuffing the ground, she sighed. It was a good thing she had figured out now how
    to clean her clothes. She was going to need it.

    Three times she had to sit down in the rain and mud in order to feel out where the
    itch was located, each time moving closer to the source. Finally she stood on the
    middle terrace and looked at the side of the hill. Her last brief meditation told her
    it was supposed to be right here, but no matter how hard she looked, she could not
    find anything. Was it inside the hill, not on the surface?

    Morgan chirped in her ear, and she shrugged. She had no idea what she was doing.
    But since she was already here and already dirty, there was no reason not to do
    something silly just in case whatever she was looking for was here but hidden from
    her sight. Closing her eyes, she pressed the tips of her fingers into the side of the
    hill and slowly walked her way towards the itch.

    The dirt vanished beneath her fingers, and she almost fell into the nothingness in
    front of her before she caught herself. Her eyes opened up to reveal she had taken
    that one all-important step from the outside into a stone stairwell of all things.
    The meager sunlight piercing through the clouds was just enough to illuminate the
    first few steps, but beyond that there was nothing but darkness. Nudging Morgan from
    her shoulder to her opposite hand, she slipped the backpack off and pulled out her
    electric torch.

    Her feet followed the stairs, twisting to the right and then to the left and back
    to the right in a serpentine pattern that quickly left the light of day far behind.
    It took five minutes or so to reach the end of the stairs, and her eyes widened as
    she stood on the last step and stared into the chamber beyond. The room had been a
    perfect sphere, smooth as anything she had ever seen, but that was before it was
    carved into. Lines crisscrossed along the surface, not random scratches but obviously
    intentional. The lines merged into triangle and squares and intersected with circles
    containing alien symbols, a diagram that would have been complicated enough drawn on
    a sheet of paper but made even worse covering a three-dimensional shape and
    overlapping with a second and a third and likely a fourth. It was a dizzying pattern
    she could not understand but was clearly meant to do something.

    Something glinted to the side when she swept her torchlight around the chamber,
    and she brought it back to take a look. A metal plaque was pressed into the wall of
    the tunnel. The words were unreadable, some of the letters not even in the alphabet,
    but after a moment's staring the plaque became blurry and a little bit painful to her
    eyes. She blinked, and when she looked at it again the words had changed into
    something recognizable.

    WITH THREEFOLD RITUAL

    SEALED BY SALT AND BLOOD AND IRON

    THE ROAD TO THE GREENWILD BANISHED AND BARRED

    MAY THE GREAT FAE ROT IN THEIR GLORIOUS HALLS

    NOT TO STEP UPON THE LANDS OF MEN FOREVERMORE

    Hazel could only stare for a minute. Two. Eventually her brain caught up with her
    eyes, and she started breathing fast and heavy. The fae were real? The fae
    were REAL?! Every story she had ever read about the Irish fae depicted them
    as immensely powerful, stronger than she had ever believed any human could ever
    match. They were absolutely terrifying.

    Her gaze and her light flickered along the pattern again. The fae were no joke,
    creatures with morality utterly unlike humanity and with the sheer magical strength
    to go with it. And somebody had just… shut down the portal from their world to this
    one? Closed and locked it as simply as if it had been a door?

    This room and everything in it was the work of someone way smarter than her,
    standing so far above her own abilities that she could not find the starting point to
    get from here to there. Even if she assumed this was the utmost limit of what magic
    was capable of – human magic, anyway – she had a long, long way to go.

    I guess it's a good thing I have something to aspire to?, she told
    Morgan, the sound of even her own inner voice wavering in disbelief and just a hint
    of mortal terror. If this spell, ritual, whatever it was ever collapsed, she somehow
    doubted the things that came out would be in a pleasant mood. But right now I
    just want to get out of here before I touch something I'm not supposed to.

    

    Hazel skipped out of the Tesco the following day, her backpack full of food and
    her clothes brighter than they had ever been since she pulled them off the racks back
    in Greater Whinging. She had not realized before now just how poor a job she had been
    doing washing her clothes, but clearly she had been overlooking some spots. There was
    not a speck of dirt or mud anywhere on any of her clothes now.

    A small, thoughtful frown crossed her face. I wonder where all the dirt
    went, she admitted to Morgan. It wasn't on the ground, so it didn't fall
    off, and it didn't make a big cloud of dust either. Making it all just vanish, poof
    gone, isn't the strangest thing I've ever done, I guess, but it's still
    curious.

    Shaking that thought away, she kept walking down the street. It was not as if she
    was going to get any answers standing around.

    As she walked, her ears picked up something other than the normal noise of a town.
    There seemed to be music of all things coming from several blocks over. A concert
    or something? But it's the middle of the day. She looked over at Morgan, who
    simply looked back at her. No help from that quarter, it seemed.

    She was pretty much done with Glastonbury, she told herself. The Tor was the only
    reason she was here. There was nothing keeping her from taking a peek at whatever was
    going on before she headed north.

    The music got louder and clearer the closer she came, and she scratched concert
    off the list of possibilities. The tune was too happy, not to mention it repeated
    itself very quickly. There were no words, either. The people there seemed to be
    having fun nonetheless, as the closer she came the better she could hear their cheers
    and laughter. She stepped around a corner and stopped in her tracks as she saw what
    she had been hearing, her eyes wide and a smile growing on her face.

    This was a fair!

    Her eyes greedily ate up the colorful rides swinging through the air, and her nose
    was picking up the smells of popcorn and all the treats for sale. She had never been
    to a fair before. Her aunt and uncle had been happy to take Dudley to them any time
    one passed through Little Whinging, but her they locked in her cupboard while they
    were out. A few times Uncle Vernon had thought about bringing her along to leave her
    there, something about how 'her kind' would be right at home with the 'carnies', but
    nothing ever came from it. The dark figure that lingered in their minds whenever they
    thought about doing something too bad to her was deterrent enough to keep her
    around.

    But now? Now she was on her own, and that meant no Dursleys telling her she
    couldn't see what was so special about the fair.

    Getting in was easy. She just had to wait until a family stepped up to the gate
    leading into the fairgrounds, and she slipped in behind them under her veil of
    unremarkableness. She did not want to risk the boy at the gate taking in the
    admittance fees paying extra attention to her if she tried to go in by herself. Her
    smoke had so far been successful in getting people to ignore her, but she knew she
    was not really invisible. Not bringing attention to herself seemed like it was the
    best way to help her spell along.

    Once she was within the crowds, however, she split off and let her smoke fall
    away. With freshly cleaned clothes and among a bunch of other kids, no one was going
    to pay much attention to her anyway. She was just a girl and her bird, nothing to see
    here. Her gaze darted this way and that, taking in everything. There were rides to
    ride, snacks to eat, and performances to watch. So much to do, and only today to do
    it!

    A stall selling candy floss was close to the entrance, and despite the cheery
    smile on his face she could hear the frustrated muttering in his head whenever he saw
    people pass by the stall without buying his treats, few though they were. While he
    was distracted with all the people lined up to pay, Hazel curled the fingers on her
    right hand one at a time and opened them all at once. Her mage hand appeared next to
    the cone of floss farthest away from the man and the crowds, and with a quiet breath
    she lifted the cone just enough to get it out of the plastic holder and
    lowered it to the ground.

    A quick look around did not find anyone staring at her or the cone. No one had
    noticed a thing.

    Rather than walk right by the front where the man could see her, she floated the
    floss closer to the back of the cart and walked nearer before jerking her right hand
    towards her. The motion shot the cone into her left hand, and she let her spell
    disperse. Her eyes almost bulged out of her head when she took the first bite. It was
    so sweet! She had never had anything like this, and by the second bite she was wiping
    her tongue around in her mouth and looking for something to drink to cut through the
    sticky sugar feeling.

    The rides were the next thing that called to her, and she tried a few before
    making the mistake of climbing into a spinning bowl ride. By the time the minute or
    so the ride ran came to an end, she was staggering around and trying to hold down the
    candy floss and water in her stomach. No more rides for me, she said to
    Morgan when he fluttered back down to her shoulder. He had been smart enough to avoid
    that one, and now she regretted not following suit.

    After a few moments, her feet felt steady enough to walk away and look for
    something not quite so nauseating to do next. A sign next to a darkened cart caught
    her eye, and she approached closer to stare at the hand with the eye in the palm.
    Madam Enigma's Psychic Readings, the words above the hand proclaimed, and
    below it continued, Learn what Fate has in store for you!

    What do you think?, she asked her companion. Do you think it'll be
    worth it?

    Morgan did not answer, his head twitching around and looking at all the sources of
    noise.

    You're no help at all. She looked back at the sign and shrugged her
    shoulders. The Dursleys had been of the firm belief that fortune telling was a bunch
    of nonsense. That was reason enough to give it a chance as far as she was
    concerned.

    The inside of the cart was filled with smoke, and she coughed at the strange
    almost-herby scent. A single woman with stringy brown hair held back by a bright blue
    headband sat on the other side of a table that was covered by a tie-dyed cloth, her
    brown dress fitting more with the overall darkness than the patches of loud color.
    She was also younger than Hazel expected for someone called 'Madam', maybe in her
    late twenties at most. Madam Enigma blinked her eyes a few times before her gaze
    finally focused on Hazel. "Well, well," she said in a slightly hoarse voice. "Hello,
    little girl. You enter the realm of mysticism and divination. And interrupted my
    me time," she added in a voice that did not sound at all like the one she spoke
    with. "Oh well, duty calls. Do you have a question, little one? A question
    that burns in your heart and soul?"

    Hazel frowned and thought for a moment. She had many, many questions, but whether
    they were ones a fortune teller could answer? She finally shrugged again and
    nodded.

    "A girl of few words, this one. Good. Sit, sit," Madam Enigma said,
    waving at the chair on Hazel's side of the table. "What question can I answer for
    you?"

    Pulling out her pad and one of her pens, Hazel thought for a moment before writing
    something down and turning the pad so Madam Enigma could see it. "I need guidance
    on where to go next."

    Madam Enigma looked between the pad and Hazel several times, her previously placid
    face now showing a little bit of concern. "Mute? How unfortunate. That can't be
    easy. And it takes anything interactive like the crystal ball off the table. I guess
    I could do some palmistry, but…" She turned around and rummaged in a short
    cabinet behind her before coming back with a thick deck of long cards. "For life in
    general, I have always felt the Tarot to have the clearest answers. Bob said we
    needed to raise the price for some of my readings, but for this girl it will be
    five pounds, and then we shall discover what the fates have in store for you, my
    dear."

    A discount? She nibbled on her lip for a moment before reaching back into her
    backpack and straightening back up with a five pound note in her hand. She would not
    say no to that offer.

    Once the note was secreted away, Madam Enigma started shuffling the deck with
    quick, practiced motions. "I want you to think about what you want. What you really,
    really want. Think about what you've done to try achieving that goal. Concentrate on
    it. It's a lot more useful than 'opening your inner eye'."

    Hazel blinked in surprise at that. That last bit had sounded completely different
    than either the woman's voice or thoughts, instead being a high, wavering voice. It
    was almost as if she was quoting somebody. Her teacher, maybe?

    How was it that people could find teachers for fortune telling, but she
    could not find one for magic? The world was so unfair sometimes.

    The shuffling came to an end, and Madam Enigma drew the first card and laid it
    down. Hazel could only stare at the picture of a man lying facedown on the ground, a
    number of swords stabbed into his back. She had no idea that Tarot cards were so
    violent.

    "Oh my. That is an inauspicious start. This card symbolizes your self,
    who you are at your core. It changes just as you do," Madam Enigma said, keeping the
    surprise in her thoughts out of her tone. "The Ten of Swords represents loss and
    painful endings. Betrayal, even. You've lost someone close to you already, haven't
    you?" she added in her real voice.

    Hazel could only nod. "My parents," she wrote.

    "I'm sorry for your loss." Hazel nodded again, and Madam Enigma pulled the next
    card and laid it crosswise on top of of the first. She had to turn her head to see
    another man looking at a bush in the corner that was decorated with stars. "Here we
    see the problem facing you. The Seven of Pentacles reversed. You said you want to
    know where to go from here, but it is hard to see the path when you do not have any
    long-term goal."

    The next card was above the other two. A hand coming from a cloud and holding a
    green stick. "The Ace of Wands. Your focus is the search for inspiration and
    growth."

    She nodded. That sounded about right. Sadly, so did the comment about not having
    any long term plans. It was hard to have those when she knew so little.

    The fourth card went below the crossed cards. "This card represents your
    subconscious. It is what is pushing you from behind, even if you don't know it…"
    Madam Enigma trailed off and looked a little harder at the man on the card who had
    turned his back on a stack of glasses. "The Eight of Cups. What drives you is a need
    for escape. You are not running towards anything. You're running
    away from something. This is not a happy spread."

    Hazel picked up her pad to try arguing that, but before her pen touched the paper
    she hesitated and put it back down. That was right, as much as she did not want to
    admit it. She was trying to escape what her life was like in Little
    Whinging. She did not want a dreary life devoid of magic. She did not want to be
    stuck around people who thought her creepy and weird. Even sitting here listening to
    her fortune was because it was not something the Dursleys believed in.

    Madam Enigma cleared her throat. "Let us look now at your past. Perhaps it will
    clear up what you are running from." This card went to the left of the crossed pair.
    A woman standing surrounded by more swords, a blindfold over her eyes. "The Eight of
    Swords?" Madam Enigma said in a voice less confident that she had been using. Her
    eyes flicked over at Hazel. "You felt confined, trapped. Imprisoned. That is
    why you are running so far and so fast even thought you don't know where to go. You
    need to spread your wings because you could never fly before now."

    She could only grimace. That was way more true than she thought these cards could
    figure out. Maybe fortune telling was not a bunch of rubbish after all.

    "I know it can be hard hearing things about yourself that you wish to ignore, but
    it is only through understand where we are starting from it makes sense where we are
    going. But the hard part is over," she said in a forced cheerful voice, pulling one
    more card from the top of the deck. "This card will show your future and what is
    waiting for you. Please be something good, for her sake. The—"

    Madam Enigma stopped with a slight choking sound, her eyes glued to the last card.
    Hazel was not sure what was so special about it. It was more detailed than the
    others, showing a tall pillar against a dark sky. Lightning was striking the top, and
    it looked like someone had fallen or jumped off to get away from the bolt.

    "The Tower," Madam Enigma finally said in a strangled voice, but her eyes were not
    on the card. They were on Hazel. "What the hell is wrong with this girl that she
    has the Tower as her future?! Change is
    coming, my dear. Something unlike anything you've ever known before. Yeah, change
    all right. Violent, chaotic, destructive change. I wouldn't wish this card on my
    worst enemy. But only you can make that change worth the cost."

    Somehow, Hazel had the suspicion that this 'cost' was way more than Madam Enigma
    was implying it would be.

    "Thank you," she wrote before putting the pad back into her bag. On that
    note, she had lost her taste for the fair. She needed to get moving through
    Gloucestershire to reach her next destination.

    She stood up, but right as she turned around Madam Enigma spoke again. "Little
    girl?" She turned around to find the woman worrying her lip. It took her a minute to
    figure out what to say, but finally she said in a soft voice, "Be careful."

    Hazel gave her a nod. Even before this, she had planned to be careful. After the
    reading? Absolutely.

    

    I get to have entirely too much fun with this story. Seriously. Thankfully
    it also gives me a chance to pull stuff from my old notes for Deal with a Devil. The
    fae being sealed away was intended to be a major plot point in 4th year of that
    story.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    8. The Field
  

  
    lederware: Hazel is walking from place to place. It feels weird
    to any of us from the States to imagine that, but you have to remember that England
    (the UK in general, but Hazel hasn't left England proper) is relatively small. To
    walk from Tintagel to Glastonbury, for instance, only takes 36 hours. Even if we
    assume that she's walking at a fraction of that assumed speed because she's a little
    kid, it would take her about a week, and there are enough towns and villages in
    between that she can sleep in a building rather than camping out in the woods or
    fields.

    Tigers-Telling-Tales: How much research did I have to do? So far,
    I believe still less than ten hours. Part of that was research on runaway youth as
    well. It helps that Stonehenge, Tintagel/Merlin's Cave, and Glastonbury Tor are
    places I already knew about, which means I didn't have to spend too much time on
    them. It's the other… four places?… that I needed to do reading on, plus a few more
    that I initially considered and threw out.

    "Was the fortune teller quoting Trelawney?": Maybe. Or maybe not.
    It depends on if you think I would have Hazel talk to a Muggleborn witch and then
    leave without realizing here was somebody who could answer so many of her
    questions.

    And relatedly…

    "Shouldn't have Hazel asked Madam Enigma about magic in
    general?": Keep in mind the assumptions Hazel has made. She thinks magic has
    all but died out. Fortune tellers are people even the Dursleys know about. Ergo,
    fortune tellers aren't the same as the witches and druids she is searching for.

    "Are the fae going to play a role in the story?": I honestly
    don't know. I only have definite plans through July 1991, and after that I still have
    plenty of room for inspiration to strike. That's why I deliberately leave plot hooks
    like this lying around. Maybe the fae will come into play. Maybe it's just a shocking
    discovery. Only time and my muse will tell.

    

    Chapter 8
The Field

    The soft creak of a squeaky hinge drifted through the room. The sound, quiet as it
    was, was still enough for Hazel's eyes to pop open. By the time the man in the yellow
    apron had stepped fully into the room, she was surrounded by grey smoke and watching
    him rummage through boxes of pots and pans and blankets. Only once he grabbed
    whatever he was looking for and closed the door again behind him did she let the
    spell fall.

    She had never been the deepest sleeper, not living in the cupboard under the
    stairs as she had, but living on her own and wandering from place to place had only
    sharpened her sleeping ears. Waking up to any nearby sound meant she would never be
    caught when she was at her most vulnerable. The last thing she needed was for a
    well-meaning meddler to stumble upon her and start making arrangements that she had
    nothing to do with.

    This was not the first time she had woken up when somebody decided to do something
    in her sleeping space without knowing she was there, and she was sure it would not be
    the last.

    With a sigh, she picked herself up from the corner she had chosen early in the
    morning as her place of rest and peered out through the window. The sun was sinking
    fast, which meant it was time to move on. Upper Milton was the last town for a while,
    because next she had to make her way through the Mendip Hills. She had been tempted
    to wait until the daylight to start her trek, if only because she had never been to a
    national Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty before, but that was also the reason she
    decided to stick to her nighttime schedule. It was far easier to avoid anyone who
    might ask awkward questions when there was no one else awake and walking around.

    She quickly changed her clothes, but unlike before Glastonbury she did not shove
    her dirty clothes into the backpack. Now she could send waves of blue magic running
    over them to get rid of every speck of dirt before they took their places next to
    clothes that were similarly clean with a wide smile on her face. Of all the spells
    she knew, this was rapidly becoming one of her favorites. It was not as incredible as
    her jumping or her healing, but it was just so very useful in her day to day
    life.

    Casting her eyes around, it was relatively easy to find the puffball that was her
    friend sitting on one of the metal shelves a few feet away. Come on, Morgan. Wake
    up. The feathers ruffled slightly at the sound of her mental voice, and after
    several seconds her bird pulled his head out from under his wing. He blinked at her a
    few times before tucking his head back out of sight.

    Morgan, she told him more sternly this time, one hand propped on her hip.
    Let's go. We have to get moving.

    His head came into view again, and he blinked blearily at her. It was clear what
    he would be telling her if she could speak bird.

    Yes, I know it's night and you're a daytime bird. Once we get to Bristol, we
    can do daylight traveling, but not while we'd be noticeable. He only looked at
    her for a moment, and she sighed. I promise we'll go back to doing daylight
    stuff, okay? Promise. We just need to get there first.

    With a low warble, Morgan shook out his wings and fluttered over to her shoulder.
    He might very well fall asleep on her while they were walking, but that was fine. She
    did not need him to be awake so much as she did not want to risk leaving him
    behind.

    She did not have to walk through the store to get out, for which she was thankful.
    She instead left via the same access door that she had used to get inside as the sun
    was coming up. A map of western England was in one of the pockets of her backpack,
    and she pulled out it and the compass she had 'borrowed' from the same store. Turning
    herself to face north, she checked the map and started walking in that direction but
    just a little to the right.

    Bristol was not her ultimate destination – there was still plenty left to see
    throughout England, and that was not even counting the sights she was sure existed in
    Wales and Scotland – but it was a reasonable place to stop and do some more research
    about what was still waiting for her and start planning her next steps. It would also
    be the largest city she had ever set foot in. Half a million people? She would have
    no problem at all vanishing in that.

    Rather than walk on the road itself, she followed along not even a dozen feet to
    the side. There were a few trees scattered around, but even without them it would be
    easier to hide from any approaching cars if she did not have to get off the road
    first. Not that she really had to worry about that happening once the sun had fully
    disappeared and she was reliant on her electric torch for light. That she was fine
    with. From what she could find and checking with her map, she should be able to get
    from Upper Milton to one of the towns on the edge of Bristol over the course of
    tonight, and from there she could go to Bristol proper tomorrow.

    The crescent moon rose higher in the sky as the hours passed. Hazel rubbed her
    eyes for a moment, and when she dropped her hand something caught her attention from
    the edge of her vision. She squinted at it once she was fully looking at it, but even
    then she was unsure of what she was looking at. The closest thing she could think of
    was a little campfire, flickering in the night, but it was not the normal yellow and
    orange she was used to. It was a bright pale blue of all things. It was not
    natural.

    Might it be magical?!

    Without a moment's hesitation she left the side of the road and walked towards the
    field. The fire could not be that far away, maybe a couple hundred feet. That would
    not take long to cross, and when she got there, maybe she would get some answers.

    The closer she walked to the fire, the more obvious it was that something was off.
    The fire was growing larger in her view, but not as much as she would have expected.
    It was almost as if it were moving away, though not as quickly as she was moving
    towards it. Picking up her pace, she started jogging and then running. She had to get
    there before whoever's campfire it was vanished. It might be her only chance to talk
    to somebody else who was like her!

    Now that she was running, she was actually making progress, so of course it would
    be at that moment that the fire winked out of existence. No!, she screamed,
    her eyes still focused on the last spot where she saw it. This could not be
    happening. Not when she was so close to answers!

    Her torchlight fanned this way and that, and finally it landed on something. Hazel
    knelt to take a look at it and frowned in confusion. This was not a campfire. It was
    a single thick stick, and while one end was thicker and wrapped in half-burnt cloth,
    it would not explain the size of the fire she saw. Nor would anyone carry a burning
    torch close to the ground like what she saw. Old fashioned torches like that were
    meant to be held up in the air—

    Something hard and heavy smashed into the back of her head, and all she could see
    were stars.

    Falling to the ground, she heard Morgan twittering in anger, and she blinked
    quickly to try to get her vision to clear. When it did, she almost wished she had
    stayed blind. The creature that had hit her now loomed above her as best as its short
    stature allowed. Its wrinkly face split into a smile that revealed yellowing
    triangular teeth that sat below a long, crooked nose and glowing eyes the same blue
    as the flames that lured her out here. Its dirty fingernails, what few were visible,
    were long and curved like claws. One hand was wrapped around a thick wooden club, and
    the other came into sight from behind its back along with a shimmering green knife.
    It giggled and jabbered something in a language that was most definitely not English,
    the slight movements of its head shifting a long hat that reached almost to its feet
    and was the same brownish red color as rust.

    Or long-dried blood.

    It's a red cap, she thought in quickly mounting terror. It's a
    red cap!

    The murderous fae raised its knife higher, the direction of its gaze at her chest
    telling her just where it planned to plunge the sharp blade, when a ball of yellow
    and blue flew screeching into its face. The red cap yelled something undoubtedly
    cruel at Morgan and waved its club to ward him off, and that was the opportunity she
    needed. Pulling her legs to her chest, she kicked out and slammed both feet into its
    stomach. The force was enough to double it over, but where she had hoped to knock it
    to the ground all it did was take a couple of small steps backwards. She pushed
    herself to her feet, only one thought on her mind. She had to get far, far away from
    this thing, and now.

    As fast as her scrambling was, the red cap was faster. She was not even fully
    upright when the red cap leapt into the air and brought its club down, this time
    right into her face. The blow itself, heavier than the red cap's size would have
    suggested, drove her to the ground, and then searing pain erupted around her nose and
    her left eye. An instant later that eye started stinging as something hot and wet
    dribbled into it.

    Squeezing that eye shut, she turned her head to keep her right eye on the fae that
    was again advancing on her, its earlier smile gone and a snarl in its place instead.
    Hazel pushed herself backwards with both arms with all the haste she could muster,
    her torch lying on the ground where she had dropped it when the little monster
    clubbed her in the face. The more she crab-walked away, the less of the torch she
    could see, and without that light the less of the world she could see.

    If she was hoping to hide in the shadows, she was going to be disappointed. The
    red cap kept stride, not chasing her down but not losing any ground either. It was
    toying with her, waiting for her to tire herself out or just until it grew bored.
    Then it would kill her and, she assumed, eat her.

    Morgan swooped in to her defense once again, but the red cap batted him away with
    little difficulty now that it knew he was there. Her one good eye flicked from the
    red cap to the line of grass lit up by the beam from the torch. She needed to get out
    of here, but it was not going to let her stand up and run away.

    She did have another option, but she had never tried doing it when she
    was almost laying on the ground like this. It might very well simply not be
    possible.

    But did she have anything at all to lose right now?

    Her right eye focused on the red cap again, who had apparently noticed that she
    had something in mind. She could no longer see its expression, but she could see its
    head tilting. She could see its left hand raising the knife again. Had it grown bored
    already? Did it intend to keep her from trying whatever plan it could see her
    brewing?

    Baring her teeth at it, the closest she could get to a grin, she shoved herself
    backwards again—

    —and landed on the grass behind her torch. Snatching it up, she screamed in her
    mind, Morgan!

    The red cap spun around looking for her, and she pushed herself to her knees at
    the same time its eyes fell on her. Morgan, get your rear end over here! The
    red cap started running at her, its little legs covering far more ground than they
    should have.

    Her heart pounded in her chest. She could not abandon Morgan here. Who would get
    to her first?

    The redcap was halfway to her.

    She pushed herself fully to her feet.

    A quarter of the way to her.

    She pointed the beam square at its face, hoping to blind it, and took several
    steps backwards to get a little distance.

    Ten feet from her.

    A tiny weight landed on her shoulder, screeching all the while.

    The green knife swung at her in a horizontal line right at her belly, a blow that
    would gut her—

    —if she were still there. The full-body squeezing sensation swept her away from
    the field and back to the storeroom where she had slept. Her backwards momentum
    continued, and she toppled over a low stack of boxes and fell to the ground as
    brightly colored packages of dried noodles spread out around her.

    Wings flapping pulled her attention back to her friend as he landed on her chest
    and narrowed his beady little eyes at her. She let out an explosive breath and
    dropped her head onto the hard concrete floor. Okay, okay. You were right,
    she admitted. Trying to walk to Bristol tonight was a terrible idea. We'll make
    the trip in the morning.

    Morgan tweeted in victory.

    Oh, shut up, she told him with a silent sigh. You didn't know there
    were red caps out there, either. You can't claim credit for that.

    …Thank you. Morgan stopped his song and looked at her again. She gave him
    a weak smile and reached up to stroke his breast feathers. For charging in and
    distracting that thing. He could have crushed you in one blow, but you still tried to
    keep him off me. That was very brave of you.

    This time his call was even prouder.

    Picking the songbird off her, she rolled over and slowly pushed herself to her
    feet. Her face was starting to ache now that she was no longer in terrifying mortal
    danger, and she staggered out of the room on shaking legs and into the main store.
    She needed to find a bathroom and see just how bad she looked.

    The answer, Hazel discovered a minute later, was awful.

    Poking her nose lightly with a finger, she winced and then winced again at the
    pain the first one caused. Her nose was smushed flat and already starting to swell,
    and at some point after getting smacked in the face it had started bleeding. Not a
    little bit, either; the entire front of her shirt, a cute green with horses on it,
    was now stained red. Blood was smeared over the left side of her face, too, leaking
    out from a long cut above her eyebrow. Even the lens of her glasses on that side was
    covered.

    First things first. Resting the fingers of her left hand on her cheek beneath her
    glasses, she half closed her eyes and let brilliant green lightning flicker over her
    face. Her nose was yanked straight, causing her to gasp, and then it and the skin
    around her eye turned red then purple then yellow before they went back to the same
    color as the rest of her.

    Even if that was still a few shades paler than she was used to seeing.

    Pulling her glasses off and balancing them on top of the pipes leading to the
    toilet, she twisted the faucets of the sink so she could splash ice-cold water over
    her face and scrub away the flakes of dried blood. Only when she was starting to
    shiver did she blindly fumble around for her glasses and stick them under the water
    as well. She rubbed and rubbed the left side, but the more she did the more she
    frowned. What were all those bumps?

    She pulled the sleeve of her shirt down over her hand to dry the glasses, and once
    they were back on her face she peered closer at them to find out what was wrong. The
    answer was immediately obvious. A spiderweb of cracks crisscrossed against the
    entirely of the left lens. Closing her right eye to look just through the left, she
    immediately opened it again. There was no way she would be able to see out that side.
    Everything was just too jumbled together.

    Okay. I can fix this, too, she told herself. It was not the first time
    she had fixed these, though at least now she could blame someone other than herself.
    She pulled her glasses off, and lightning again erupted from her fingertips. After
    several seconds she cut it off with a frown. That had not felt right, but there was
    only one way to be sure.

    Putting them back on her face, she scowled. No. That was not right. Instead of
    fixing itself like it had before, getting rid of the cracks entirely, the left lens
    was… smeared, was the best way she could describe it. It was all in one piece, but
    all the lines of the cracks were now thicker streaks of a light grey. It was just as
    impossible to see through as before she tried fixing them, except now it was because
    she could not see anything through them rather than because the world was shattered
    like a broken mirror.

    What was wrong? She had done this before, back in Shervage Wood and again in
    Cornwall. What was going on? Was it something the red cap did when it attacked her?
    She thought harder, remembering what they looked like before they were broken as best
    as she could. Maybe she just was not focusing enough.

    Lightning coursed through her hands, and she tried to hold back the frown at just
    how wrong this felt. Only now that she was paying attention could she notice how
    different trying to fix her glasses was to healing herself. Her face had felt warm,
    as if her magic was sinking into the skin and bones and gently shifting them back
    where they were supposed to be. With her glasses, it was more like the lightning was
    wrapping around the plastic and doing its best to put it to rights, but the force
    behind it was just too much and instead was crushing and cracking her glasses even
    more.

    She brushed a finger over the lens again, and this time there was no hiding her
    frown. It was no longer cracked, and she doubted it was smeared, but now she could
    feel ridges of raised plastic dancing over both sides of the lens. She put her
    glasses on again and stared; where before it was just the lens that was a problem,
    now the frame itself was warped and twisted. It looked almost as if her spell was
    starting to melt it.

    How in the world was her spell doing so much damage to her glasses and yet could
    heal her body with no problem? It was not just her that her magic could heal. Even
    putting that sapling back together had been easier than her glasses, and that was
    when she had come up with this spell in the first place!

    Thinking through her memory, her face gained even more of a pallor. Running out of
    the bathroom, she looked through the aisles of the store until she found a pack of
    long wooden skewers meant for grilling. She ripped the package open and pulled one
    out, then she snapped it over her knee.

    Please don't let me be right.

    Bright green lightning flashed over the two halves of the skewer, reconnecting it
    and sealing the seam with not a single issue. Concentrating on it as she was, she
    could also feel how the magic was reacting.

    Her spell had sunk into the wood and pulled it together from the inside.

    Hazel slid to the floor, the skewer still held tightly in her hands. She could
    heal herself and a tree, fix a piece of dead wood. All living things, or at least
    that had been living. Plastic and glass had never been alive. They were manmade,
    artificial.

    And she had already been pretty sure that she and her mum were from a druidic
    line.

    The skewer twisted in her hands, threatening to break once again. She could fix
    natural things without any problems, but that was because it was from nature
    where she got her powers. Plastic was not natural. Was nature just too strong for her
    glasses to hold up when it was trying to fix them?

    She took a deep breath in and let it out. Okay, Hazel. You can deal with this.
    Bristol is a day's walk from here. Get there, and you can figure out what to do about
    your glasses. There should be a solution there. Somewhere.

    The image of the red cap came to mind again, and she looked at the pointed tip of
    the skewer. She had one more quick stop to make before she bedded down for the night.
    Just to be safe.

    

    This chapter was supposed to be two scenes, but eh. I'm not opposed to a
    scene going lots longer that I planned.

    Hazel's assumption about how magic affects materials isn't
    exactly right, but she'll learn the truth
    eventually. Before she reaches Hogwarts age, I'll tell you that much.

    Silently Watches out.
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    elusivetruth: Hazel's fixing spell is neither Episkey nor Reparo,
    but something in between. As for the red cap, she called it a fae because Irish
    mythology says it is. Of course, it's also present in HP canon, along with other
    classic fae like leprechauns, hinkypunks/will-o'-the-wisps, kelpies, and fairies (and
    if house elves AREN'T based on brownies, I'll eat my hat). Is it still around because
    British folklore classifies just about anything supernatural as "fae" while the mage
    who did the sealing did not? Is it that the sealing only effected greater, more
    intelligent fae and left the minor fae alone? Did it alter minor fae in some other
    way? Hazel has her own thoughts on the matter, and I will keep mine to myself.

    DaSalvatore: Things have been very snapshot-y so far, I know. And
    yes, it is mostly because I doubt anybody wants to read twenty chapters about Hazel
    just walking down the road at night. I know I don't want to write that much tedium,
    so I'm skipping all that and moving onto the interesting parts. Which isn't really
    any different than what canon did, to be honest, or most stories that take place over
    a long time period.

    Guest #2: I mentioned this to somebody else in PM, but the short
    version is that vision issues like Hazel's and Harry's aren't damage. They
    are discrepancies between the length of the eye and the focal length of the lens.
    Therefore Hazel can't fix her eyesight with healing because there's nothing to
    heal.

    "Wait, hasn't Hazel fixed her glasses before?": Yes, she has. And
    back in chapter 6, the second time she did so, she mentioned that it was harder for
    her to fix them than it had been the first time. This issue she's facing didn't just
    come out of nowhere.

    

    Chapter 9
The City

    For all that she left Upper Milton at the crack of dawn the second time, the sun
    was already sinking below the horizon by the time Hazel hopped off the road proper
    onto the pavement alongside it. The streets of Bristol lay before her, or at least
    the neighborhoods that surrounded it. She was sure she would not get to Bristol
    proper for another hour or two, but she was glad to be back in civilization if only
    because it meant far less chance for that red cap to try ambushing her again.

    Her hand relaxed as her worry subsided, and eventually she let it drop and
    stretched out her fingers. No longer held in a death grip, the nail she had taken
    from a hardware store back in Upper Milton fell to dangle around her neck as the
    shoelace she had tied around it kept it from dropping any farther. It looked like it
    was iron, or she certainly hoped it was. From the reading she had done about the fae,
    iron was essentially their one weakness and one she did not want to be without in the
    future. Just in case.

    She had been wondering about that the entire walk here, even as her eyes flickered
    back and forth around the road to make sure nothing was going to jump at her in the
    daylight. The sealed portal-gate-thing she found in Glastonbury talked about sealing
    the fae in their own realm, or that was how she first read it, but she had
    encountered a murderous fae just a few days later. That had not made any sense, and
    she thought she had two possible answers that made sense with what she knew.

    The first was that maybe it only sealed away the most powerful of the fae,
    entities like Gwyn ap Nudd who was said to rule one of the Otherworlds that could be
    reached through Glastonbury Tor. If that was the case, maybe the red cap she ran into
    was too weak to be driven back when the gate was closed.

    The second, and in some ways the scarier one, was that it might only close the
    road to one of the fairy lands. She had jumped back to Glastonbury when that
    thought crossed her mind, and sure enough upon a second reading of the plaque it did
    not say that it kept out all the fae. What it said was that the 'great fae' were
    banished from Earth, but more specifically the strange room she found closed 'the
    road to the Greenwild'. If there were multiple fairy realms, just as the Celts
    described with their talk of multiple Otherworlds, then the Greenwild might only be
    one such realm. Perhaps the red cap was from a different Otherworld and so was not
    caught up in whatever happened with the road was closed.

    That possibility was the scarier of the two because if it were true, she had no
    way to guess how many Otherworlds there were and how many still had open roads. For
    all she knew there were thousands and the sorcerer who built the massive chamber she
    found had only closed one or two of them.

    Morgan let out a birdy yawn and snuggled up into her neck, and she reached up to
    give him a little scratch. She would love to be able to send him ahead to scout, to
    see through his eyes somehow, but she did not think that was possible. At the very
    least she had been unable to feel anything like a mental connection the few times she
    tried it over the course of the day, and she could not think of any tool that would
    let her do something like it.

    Reaching her arms to the side, she stretched as well as she could with a drowsy
    pet on her shoulder. Having a scout would be nice, but it was nothing that would make
    or break her plans for the next couple of days. Her main focus right now needed to be
    how in the world she was going to restore her ability to see.

    Hazel was tempted to reach up and pull off her glasses again, but she had done
    enough of that already in the last twenty-four hours. When she woke up, she had
    decided to give fixing her glasses another chance. It did not work any better than
    the last time. Now the left lens of her glasses was not just covered in ridges, but
    the frame itself had twisted and dripped and mixed into the lens itself as if they
    were taffy melding together in the summer heat. She could basically not see anything
    on that side of her head anymore.

    The sun had set completely by the time she left the little towns and entered the
    metropolis that was Bristol. What do you think?, she asked Morgan, rousing
    the songbird in the process. Where would be the best place to look for an
    optician?

    Morgan gave the soft skin of her neck an unhappy peck and shifted on her shoulder
    again, his message clear. He wanted to sleep, not explore.

    She blew out a frustrated breath and kept walking. Several minutes of aimless
    wandering later, she caught sight of a familiar bright red box. A telephone box, she
    realized with widening eyes, would be perfect. The book within would not just have
    phone numbers; it would have addresses, too.

    And with an address and a map, she could find anything in this city that she
    wanted.

    Finding the book within the box, she flipped to the yellow pages and ran through
    the listings until her finger stopped beneath the word 'Optician'. Even more
    conveniently, there was a map of the city in the first few pages of the book, so she
    could compare where these places were to where she was now and start walking to the
    closest one. She had been walking all day already, and while she had gotten used to
    spending hours and hours on her feet, it did not mean those same feet were immune
    from getting sore.

    Even with the coming of night, there were still plenty of cars and lorries running
    through the streets of Bristol, so she walked the rest of the way surrounded by her
    grey smoke of un-noticeability. Was this what living in a big city like this was
    like, people constantly going around at all times of the day? She hoped not. That
    would make her… foraging… that much more difficult.

    Her destination came into sight after many minutes of searching, and Hazel pressed
    her hands firmly against the window, followed by her good eye. The inside of the
    optician's store was dark as the sky outside, clearly closed for the day, and after
    checking the electric sign outside the bank a few streets down she knew it would
    remain closed tomorrow. One of the benefits of coming to town on a Saturday
    night.

    Now she just had to decide what to do.

    On the one hand, it would not be hard at all to break into the building. She could
    unlock the door with her key, or she could just jump in with no one being the wiser.
    She might be able to pop out the lens on her right side and put it in a new pair of
    glasses, and then they would look right.

    On the other, she could still vaguely remember how things went when Aunt Petunia
    took her to get this pair of glasses back when she had just entered Year 1 and it
    turned out she needed glasses in the first place. It was not just a matter of picking
    up a pair and walking out. The man in the shop had measured her vision with a
    funny-looking device, then he spent an hour or so making the lenses themselves and
    stuck them in the frames Aunt Petunia chose on the basis of being the ugliest of the
    available options that she could get for free.

    She had no way to measure her own eyes, and she would not know what to do with the
    numbers even if she did. Switching frames might make them look normal, but
    it would do nothing to let her see on the left side.

    While she could not recall all the details of that day, one thing that still
    lingered with her was that Aunt Petunia had given her more chores after that to 'pay
    them back' for buying the glasses even though they had not cost the Dursleys a single
    penny. They would have cost some amount of money, but Aunt Petunia had a card that
    made the government pay for them instead. A card that Hazel did not have and that she
    doubted the Dursleys had kept when she left Privet Drive months ago.

    She had not gone back to check, but she fully expected they had burned or thrown
    away everything that belonged to her and that she had not taken with her.

    Regardless, that left her with a situation that had no solution. She could not
    just steal a new frame, because what was the point of her glasses at all if she could
    not see out of them? She could not use whatever machine the man here had to make her
    own lenses, and she doubted she would be able to fiddle around with it for a few
    hours and get it right. Talking to him was more likely to have him calling the police
    than giving her a pair of glasses, and she doubted what money she had in her pocket
    was enough to pay for them even if he did listen to her.

    She pointed the index and middle fingers of her right hand out, and her ghostly
    skeleton key came into sight with a wavering motion and slid into the lock of the
    door. A twist of her wrist slid the deadbolt out. Pulling the door open and slipping
    inside as quickly as she could, she peeked through the window to be sure that no one
    had paid any attention to her entry. She could not find anybody, but she locked the
    door behind her anyway just to be safe.

    The beam from her torch swept around the room and glinted off the dummy lenses of
    all the glasses on display. An entire wall was taken up by stacks of frames. The back
    had a small office and a cabinet full of trays holding papers and more frames, but as
    if to further mock her there was no obvious lens-making machine. Even if she wanted
    to experiment, she could not.

    One hand rose to brush Morgan's feathers again. Well, this is a problem, no
    two ways about it. What was she going to do? It was not as if there was a
    magical solution to this.

    Or was there?

    She frowned and lowered her backpack to the ground. She had not found any mention
    in folklore of people who needed glasses getting rid of them after a spell, but there
    had also not been any mentions of sorcerers locking down a road to the Otherworld.
    Just because it was not in folklore did not mean it was impossible or had not
    happened. It only meant she would need to figure out how to do it on her own. There
    might very well be a story in some book or another that would give her a starting
    point. She just had to look for it, which meant she needed to make a run to the local
    library.

    Her stomach gurgled, and she gave it a silent sigh. Fine. Food first, then
    research.

    

    Something pricked her ear, and once Hazel was half-awake the bright sunlight
    shining on her face refused to let her slip back into her dreams. She yawned and
    tried to sit up, but as she did an awful yanking sensation grabbed at her cheek for a
    moment before letting go. That woke her up fully, and she rubbed her cheek and looked
    around.

    I fell asleep in the library, she realized as she looked around. That was
    was definitely the most obvious answer for why the table she sat at was surrounded by
    bookshelves. The table itself was covered by open books, as if the Hazel of last
    night thought that the more pages visible the better her chances of coming up with a
    solution.

    That version of her deserved praise for her optimism if nothing else.

    She had no idea how long she had spent flipping through all the books of druids
    and wizards in folklore she could find, which had been quite a lot, but none of them
    held any answers. Maybe it was because spectacles were too new to be included in the
    old stories, though if she were honest she did not know when they were invented in
    the first place. Maybe it was because the tellers of folklore did not care about
    half-blind people like her; that would not be terribly surprising since the deaf and
    the mute were not exactly well represented in stories either. Or maybe it was because
    what she wanted, what she was hoping for, just was not possible.

    But there had to be some kind of a solution!

    She glanced down at the book she had used as her pillow if the drying puddle of
    drool was any indication. It had started to smear one of the woodcut pictures in the
    book, specifically a group of druids surrounding a giant statue of a man made of
    branches and filled with actual people. This book said the idea of the druids
    performing human sacrifice had little actual evidence, which was comforting, but
    apparently it was so ingrained in views of the druids and the Celts that the truth
    might never take the place of the fantasy.

    Opening her mouth wide until her jaw cracked, she looked at the picture again, and
    a strange idea came into her mind. She had no plans of killing anybody or anything at
    all, but did she have to? Some of the other stories featured deals made with the fae
    or with wizards, an exchange of one thing for something else.

    Would they be interested in anything she had? That was assuming she wanted to deal
    with them at all. She flipped through the books again, and her eyes fell on a picture
    of a man talking to an eagle, the caption stating that the eagle was not a bird but a
    witch transformed. Changing one thing into another may also do it, though she was not
    sure what she would change into functional glasses.

    Or maybe she could make it something that would let her see despite not being
    strictly speaking a pair of glasses. She would not say no to a bandana or something
    that would give her the ability to see.

    It seemed like either way, she would need to give something up, and her right hand
    came up to rest against that side of the frame. If she had to sacrifice something, it
    made sense for it to be something of equal value. Would that be a valid trade, giving
    up or transforming the one lens that still worked for something else that would let
    her see?

    The idea of such a trade being refused or transformation failing worried her. She
    could still see okay at a distance without her glasses, but that was a poor
    consolation prize when everything in range of her hands was just blurs of color. Even
    just taking the glasses apart would render her functionally blind for near everything
    she wanted to do.

    Morgan waddled up to her and tilted his head curiously, and she gave him a weak
    smile. What do you think? Is it worth the risk?

    The blue tit bobbed his head as if to say, 'How would I know? I'm a
    bird'.

    Fat lot of good you are, she told him with a huff. Still the idea would
    not stop circling around and around in her head. It seemed… appropriate, somehow,
    that she had to give up her glasses if she wanted to gain another way of seeing. That
    was one lesson she had learned at Privet Drive that had proven true again and again
    and again.

    She could not get something for nothing. It did not matter if it was money, time,
    or work; anything worth having would cost her something else. Not even magic could
    change that.

    Pulling off her glasses and holding them in both hands, she blinked at the loss of
    detail and definition in front of her. If this plan of hers failed, this might be the
    life she was stuck with. She would be all but helpless and still with no ways of
    getting a replacement. If anything it would be even harder.

    A twist of her hands, and she heard a snap.

    It took a bit of wiggling, but she managed to pull the right-side lens from her
    now thoroughly ruined glasses and dropped the frame onto the table. A smear of blue
    and yellow moved over and pecked at it. It's too late to change my mind now,
    she told Morgan even as she clutched the lens protectively. If she dropped this… She
    didn't want to even think about it.

    Come on, she ordered, holding out her hand for emphasis. The tiny weight
    of her friend hopped into her hand and fluttered up to his customary perch on her
    shoulder. I know just where we need to do this.

    She jumped in place, and her feet landed on soft grass rather than the hard
    linoleum of the library. The daylight was warm on her head and face, and she smiled
    at the standing stones that she could not clearly see. When it came to places to make
    a deal or perform a transformation, she had two choices. First was Wistman's Wood,
    home of hellhounds and cruel vipers. It might have been the first place she connected
    with the magic of nature, but it was a little too dark and brooding for what she
    wanted.

    Her other choice was the standing stones of Shervage Wood. It was one of the few
    places that she was absolutely sure that had been touched by a human's magic. If
    there was anywhere she could make a deal with a fae or something else that might play
    gentle with a novice druid like her, it was here.

    Lowering herself to the ground, she felt Morgan take off to stand guard over the
    proceedings. It was now or never.

    Just as she had in the other woods, she let herself reach out and become like a
    tree. Imaginary roots dug and twisted into the dirt, reaching out and out to keep her
    firmly grounded in this place. And just like a tree, she wanted to drink up drips and
    drops of the magic around her, to make herself part of the greater world around
    her.

    Is there anyone here?, she called out as loudly as she could when her
    words were entirely silent. Is there anyone who can hear me? Anyone… Does anyone
    want to make a deal?

    No one answered her. That was not a surprise; for all that the stories mentioned
    deal-makers popping up within the first few seconds, she did not expect that to be
    the case. It was more reasonable to wait a few minutes, even an hour, before giving
    up any hope or dread that her own personal Rumpelstiltskin had stood her up.

    The seconds and minutes ticked by, just her and Morgan and the enchanted memorial
    to the killing of the Gurt Wurm. Finally she let go of the sigh that had building in
    her chest. Making a deal, a trade, was clearly not in the cards.

    Plan A was a bust. What about Plan B?

    The precious lens had sat in her cupped hand for the last hour or so, but now she
    pulled it closer to her chest and laid her other hand overtop. Transformation was her
    only option now.

    Okay, Hazel, she told herself. You have the lens. Time to turn it
    into a full set of glasses.

    It was hard to imagine just what her glasses looked like in complete detail,
    mostly because she had never been able to examine them except in the mirror when she
    was wearing them, but she pictured them as well as she could. Would this even work?
    She knew changing one thing into another was possible since both folk stories and
    Aunt Petunia's memories of her mother told her it was, but none of the strange
    magical things that had occurred around her growing up had ever been one thing
    changing into another. That was one of many pieces of magic whose 'feel' she did not
    know.

    Still, just because she had never felt it before was not a reason she should not
    give it a try. She knew it was possible; that was the hardest part. In her mind, she
    watched the oblong lens shift in shape and color, stretching out and curling around
    itself into a pair of glasses identical to the one from which she took it. She wanted
    it to change, needed it.

    Lifting her left hand, she felt what was in her hand. It was not a new set of
    frames, that was for sure.

    Come on. Work!

    She kept imagining what she wanted to happen, and with every attempt she became
    more and more frustrated. Under normal circumstances, this would have even been a
    good thing – she already knew that anger served as a useful if unreliable fuel for
    her spells – but the madder she got, the harder time she had focusing on the image of
    her glasses.

    After several minutes, she had to accept what was right in front of her. This was
    not happening.

    Hazel blew out a harsh breath between her lips, the breath coming out almost as a
    raspberry, and leaned back to prop herself up with her hands behind her. Great. She
    was stuck with one functional lens, and even if her broken glasses had not been found
    and thrown away already, she did not trust that her fixing spell would not melt her
    good lens. She could have kept the glasses she had and actually been able to see a
    little bit, but not with what she had left.

    Maybe… maybe transformation magic was not in her capabilities. Not yet, at least.
    Aunt Petunia's memories included watching her mother change a teacup into a mouse,
    but her mother had been older than she was in the memory, already a teenager. It
    might become something she could do later on, but that did nothing to solve her
    problem of how she was meant to see now.

    Her fingers dug into the thick, strong grass, and her worried scowl softened and
    became thoughtful. Or maybe she was going about this the wrong way. She had proven to
    herself with her meditations and her experiments that her magic was deeply connected
    to nature. She herself did not have the power to change her glasses' lens, but did
    she have to do it all by herself?

    She pushed herself back into a sitting position and let her 'roots' dig into the
    earth once again. I need help, she told anything around her that might be
    able to hear her. The grass beneath her bum, the standing stones around her, the
    branches of the trees overhead. I can't do this on my own, and if I can't see, I
    can't do anything. I have this— She held out the lens. —but it isn't enough
    on its own. I need something, anything, to give me a hand. Please.

    Her plea, her begging, out for all of nature to hear and reply if it wished, she
    closed her eyes and let her senses stop focusing on what she wanted to happen. She
    needed to listen now, if only to know if anything was willing to help.

    Soft gusts of wind whispered as they blew.

    Wings of birds flapped.

    Branches creaked and moved.

    Insects buzzed and hummed in the distance.

    Blades of grass scraped against each other.

    Upright stones grumbled.

    And something swirled behind her.

    Hazel kept breathing steadily as this something, this unknown, brushed ever so
    gently around her as it twisted first around her chest and then pushed itself higher
    almost imperceptibly against her head. The weightless entity rolled down her back and
    then slithered along her arm. A faint tinkling, like little bells in the distance,
    was audible just above her hand.

    Quick as a blink, the lens was taken from her hand.

    The sudden loss caused her to open her eyes and look around, but she could see
    nothing around her. Not even that she could not see anything with great detail; there
    was nothing and no one within the stone circle besides herself. She closed her hand
    to prove to herself that the lens was gone, and then she ran her hands through the
    grass just to make sure she had not dropped it. That was likewise fruitless.

    The lens was just gone.

    You wanted a deal-maker, she reminded herself as she closed her eyes
    again. This is lots better than a creepy old man walking up to you. At least
    this… whatever it is… only came around when you asked for help.

    …I hope it comes back.

    Putting her concerns aside for the moment, she focused again on the feeling of
    nature all around her and kept her hand stretched out. If the thingy really had
    stolen her lens, there was no chance of getting it back. But if it was trying to
    help, or if it had taken the lens in exchange for something else? She wanted to be in
    the right frame of mind to interact with it.

    Long, boring minutes passed in silence, and still she waited. Just as she was
    wondering for the umpteenth time how long she was willing to wait, something rustled
    her hair. It did not feel like a hand, more like a breeze stirring the strands, but
    simple wind could not go back and forth as quickly as that had. The not-hand
    departed, and she held her breath—

    Something bonked her in the face.

    Her eyes popped open again only for another wave of tinkling to quickly fade away
    behind her. She twisted her head to catch as good a glimpse as she could, but nothing
    was there. What was present, though, was something that had fallen into her
    left hand. Her fingers ran around the surface, and what they told her was that she
    was holding a circle of something. Almost breathlessly she lifted it up to her right
    eye and looked through it.

    The standing stones in front of her were clear and crisp, just with a very faint
    lavender-ish tint laying over everything.

    Yes! Yes, yes, yes! Hazel hopped to her feet and turned her head this way
    and that, looking at how clear everything was again. Morgan, I can see!

    Her friend twittered his own excitement.

    Glancing about the stones again, she yelled as loudly as she could, Thank you!
    Thank you so, so much! I can't even tell you how grateful I am. Nothing replied,
    but that was not unexpected. Waving Morgan to join her, she jumped again with
    joy—

    —and landed back in the optical shop next to her backpack.

    Okay, okay, okay. Next step, next step. I need to put this in something where
    I can wear it and not constantly hold it up to my eye. Almost skipping over to a
    nearby mirror, she looked at her new lens. It was indeed faintly purple, almost as if
    it had been carved from a piece of crystal rather than glass or plastic, and it was
    wider than her lens had been. It would be more at home as a monocle rather than in a
    pair of glasses. Too bad those went out of fashion about a century before.

    Still, the idea of a monocle would not leave her, and she looked around the store
    again. On that wall of empty frames were several that were metal and contained round
    frames. Some of them even looked large enough to hold her new lens.

    …Surely it couldn't be too hard to modify one of them into something
    appropriate for a single lens. Could it?

    Searching the store, she eventually found a pair of thick, stubby scissors, and
    then it was a matter of testing out the different frames until she found one that
    looked like it would fit best. She wrapped both hands around the handles of the
    scissors and squeezed as tight as she could until the frame went snap and
    fell apart in two pieces. The larger piece went on her face with the crystal in
    front, and she looked at her reflection again.

    What she saw made her sigh. The little metal bridge above her nose that held the
    nose pads just looked stupid, and a quick shake of her head made the partial frame go
    flying off. That was not going to work. She did not want to chance breaking her only
    means of sight yet again. Which also ruled out monocles, she realized, since those
    looked like they were even easier to have fall out.

    What to do?

    She reached down and picked up the cut-up frame and twirled it in her right hand
    while the left still held the crystal to her eye. Glasses were out of the question, a
    monocle would not work, so what was she going to do? How was she going to hold this
    crystal lens on her face where she had both hands available to do what she needed to
    do?

    Catching sight of her reflection again, an idea wormed its way into her head.

    Looking through her crystal only occasionally, she went back to work, this time
    with the half of the frame she had put aside as scrap. The shears went snip again,
    cutting off the leg right next to the frame, and then a third time to cut the circle
    open. She popped the fake lens out and fitted the crystal in place. Good enough, and
    the little bit of extra room from the frame being just the tiniest bit too big was
    actually perfect for her plan. She dug into her backpack again and pulled out a
    shoestring, the twin to the one she had tied around the nail dangling from her neck.
    One end went around one side of the frame, the other went around the other, and after
    a few adjustments she slotted the crystal in place with only a little bit of effort.
    Green lightning, the only clear thing in her field of view, crackled and snapped, and
    then she was done.

    She picked up her project and held it up to her face. As soon as her eyes landed
    on her reflection, she could not hold the giggles in. This looks so dumb,
    she told Morgan while looking more intently at her reflection. Rather than chance
    having the frame fall off, she had pinned the shoestring between the frame and the
    lens, leaving just enough room that she could slip the whole thing over her head. It
    was now more of an eyepatch than anything else, and combined with her uneven and
    scraggly hair that she needed to cut short again she looked like a young mad
    scientist about to play with her first chemistry set.

    The colorful bird hopped over and gave her a burst of worried song.

    She waved off his concern. It's fine. I mean, yes it looks silly as can be,
    but it doesn't matter to me whether I look silly or not. Who is going to care? What
    matters is that I can see, and this won't come off. Giving the two ends of the
    shoestring a quick tug, she pulled them back and carefully tied them to the headband
    portion of string to make them stop dangling. Another look at her work, and she gave
    herself a nod.

    Was it the perfect solution? Absolutely not. Would it do? Yes it would. And, she
    noticed after rolling her eyes to check if she could still see clearly when she
    looked around, the vision out of her one good eye might even be a little wider than
    it had been when she wore mundane glasses. That would help when all she saw out of
    her left eye were still just blurs.

    Through the windows she could see the sun beginning to set. She had not thought
    she spent that much time out in the woods. It's only the middle of March,
    she thought to herself after checking the calendar that hung from the wall. That
    means I have just under a month until I need to be in Derbyshire. I don't want to
    miss it, but it won't take a month to get there. A week, week and a half to be on the
    safe side.

    She nodded to herself. She had two weeks for sure with nothing she needed to do,
    and she was in a big city with a good-sized library nearby. Maybe it was time for a
    bit of a break to relax. She could afford it.

    

    The second scene went in a VERY different direction than I had planned. I
    guess after powerful fae and then literal gods showed up in my stories, the minor
    spirits decided they wanted their turn in the spotlight. How that's going to change
    things moving forwards, I do not know but am a little nervous about.

    I did a bit of digging into the details of how the NHS's vision coverage
    worked back in the 1980s into early 1990, but I couldn't find a whole lot. As such,
    Hazel's thoughts on how Petunia bought her glasses may not be totally accurate. I
    hope you can all forgive me.

    Relatedly, my headcanon has always been that Harry is farsighted. Mostly
    because the description of what he sees without his glasses doesn't match my own
    experience of being nearsighted.

    Silently Watches out.
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    E8rocks23: I don't have a drawing of Hazel's
    eyepatch-monocle-thing on hand, as I'm unfortunately not much of an artist. The best
    comparison I can come up with would probably be Mad-Eye Moody (film version) and his
    eye, except instead of a metal frame holding a magic eyeball in place there's a
    faintly purple lens.

    DiLayla: She feels that her magic works better on organic
    objects, but manipulating plants and wood to reshape them is something she doesn't
    know how to do.

    Pramheda17: If you think this story is moving towards Hazel
    becoming a "badass, ass-kicking, killing machine", you are going to be greatly
    disappointed.

    "Did Hazel trade a lens… for a different lens?": Pretty much. It
    wasn't her initial plan, obviously; if you think it was, that would explain why so
    many of you seem confused. What she WANTED was to trade her lens for either a full
    set of glasses or something that wasn't glasses but would still allow her to see.
    What she got was honestly the more equitable trade. Would she have been able to skip
    the trade entirely and done the same thing with her old glasses? Sure, though with
    how warped and melted the old frames were, it wouldn't have been as clean. Not to
    mention that by the time she even thought about doing that, she had already made the
    trade, and even if she hadn't she had already snapped that frame in two and left it
    unattended in the library for a few hours. The chances of her getting those frames
    back in the first place were low.

    

    Chapter 10
The Pool

    Huffing and puffing, Hazel shot Morgan a glare as she continued walking up the
    slope. She had not realized when she put the Peak District on her itinerary that it
    was going to be so much harder a walk than what she had done before, although
    considering the name she really should have figured out that there would be hills and
    mountains. She wanted to and had smacked herself for not thinking about it earlier,
    but it was too late. She was committed, and she really wanted to see the pond.

    This was as good a time as any to take a break, though, and she sank to the dirt
    and stretched out her aching legs. A minute later Morgan dropped onto her head and
    settled himself in. I hope you enjoyed that, she told him. She did not
    begrudge her friend the chance to stretch his wings – she didn't! – but she would be
    lying if she claimed she were not jealous of his ability to fly over the rough
    ground. She did not have such an easy time. In fact, she only had two options if she
    wanted to climb this hill, and both were showing distinct disadvantages.

    She rolled her head around and around, doing her best to loosen the tight muscles.
    It had been long enough that it should be okay to skip walking for a while. A look up
    at the cloudy sky which had nonetheless been darkening for a while now, and she also
    knew this would probably be the last time she could safely do this for today. It was
    hard to tell whether that was a good thing or a bad thing.

    Pushing herself back to her feet, she looked up the slope again. Tensing her legs,
    she made a small hop—

    —and landed higher up on the slope. She spent just enough time to pick her next
    jump—

    —before she teleported again—

    —and again—

    —and again.

    Three hills over from where she started, she took a deep breath in and slowly let
    it out as she did her best to ignore the pounding headache that had settled behind
    her eyes. The headache was not even the worst part. No, that honor belonged to the
    strange feeling deeper in her head, as if her brain was taffy that had been stretched
    and kneaded and twisted the more she jumped. A bit of rest would let that settle, but
    as the day had gone on and she jumped more and more, she quickly learned that feeling
    would come on quicker and take longer to leave. When she started, it had taken what
    she guessed was fifteen or sixteen jumps before she could go no farther; now it was
    only five jumps before her brain protested the abuse.

    Her current strategy probably did not help matters. This 'snap-jumping' she had
    taken to doing, jumping from one place to the next as soon as she landed, was one way
    to cover lots of ground in a matter of seconds and try to out-pace the headache and
    stretched brain feeling, but they were guaranteed to catch up sooner or later.

    She shook her head and looked into the distance, her right eye closed so she could
    look only out of her left. Her eyepatch-monocle was wonderful for looking at things
    close up, but one trick she had discovered was that when she ignored that lens and
    only saw things with her left eye that was uncovered, her long-range vision was
    better than she could ever remember it being. It was thanks to that vision that she
    could just make out a hill peak a good distance away and quite a bit higher than the
    one she stood on now.

    I think I have enough for one more before I have to stop. Her fingers
    reached up to pat Morgan's back. Hold on tight.

    The next instant her feet landed on a slab of rock, and she nearly fell over as a
    wave of nausea swept over her. For but a moment she pitted her will against the
    feeling of sick, but then her will lost. She fell to her knees and hurled, emptying
    out what little was still in her stomach. This was not the first time today she had
    been forced to vomit by the now skull-splitting headache, but it would be the last.
    She could not take more of that.

    Hazel rolled over away from the sick and laid on her side with her knees drawn up
    to her chest. That last jump was a mistake, and she was paying for it now. The
    headache had hit her with its full force, and her eyes burned with unshed tears
    behind lids that were squeezed tight. Just moving was enough to make her head throb
    even harder, no longer being pounded against by a small hammer but now with one the
    size of a house. It would pass, this she knew. She just needed to wait it out, and
    the waiting was the hardest part.

    Half an hour passed, maybe a full one. Long enough that what little light could
    pierce through the clouds fell below the horizon, and finally the pain had receded
    enough that she could try moving. Pushing herself upright again and wiping her mouth,
    she winced at the ear-piercing sound of Morgan's soft concerned coo. Please
    don't, she told him. I need a little quiet for a while longer,
    okay?

    With her capacity for jumping clearly used up for the day and unwilling to make
    her headache any worse again, she continued on foot deeper into the darkness. This
    pond had better be worth it.

    

    The moon was low in the sky but the sun still thankfully out of sight when the
    beam from her torch touched a smooth black stretch of water. Staggering to the edge,
    Hazel gratefully sat and looked out into the night. She had made it, and before dawn
    to boot. Now she just had to wait.

    This was the only place on her list of places to visit that had a hard time limit,
    and she knew she had cut it extremely close. If legends were right, this pond,
    appropriately named the Mermaid Pool, was said to hold an immortal mermaid who would
    only come out and be seen at sunrise on Easter morning. Those legends also said that
    if it was an attractive young man staring into the pond, she would grant him
    immortality like her own, but that was something Hazel did not have to worry
    about.

    As minutes turned into an hour and more, she nibbled on her lip in thought.
    What's our plan?, she finally asked Morgan. After this it's a week to
    get to Cockermouth and Elva Hill, but what should we do afterwards? That's the last
    place I found that sounded like it might have something magical, but…

    That was the problem, wasn't it? She had seen some really neat things, places of
    magic that had been long forgotten by the world, but that was not everything she was
    looking for. She also had been on the hunt for any signs of modern druids
    and sorcerers, but so far she had yet to find anything on that score.

    Honestly, she was starting to feel a little dejected. More than a little, really.
    Was this all there was, remnants of a lost world and testaments of what was possible
    but with no information on how to get there? Were her mum and she really the last of
    the magicians to walk the world?

    It's hard to believe that could be true, she told her friend, even if her
    words were more for herself. One witch, sorceress, whatever, in the entire world?
    To be the only one left in Britain is strange enough, but the whole world?

    A thought came to her mind, and she frowned as she turned it over and over in her
    head. Then again, what if everyone else is just like me?

    It would actually make quite a bit of sense. Which was more likely, that there was
    a large group or even an entire society of druids and witches who vanished and lived
    in the shadows for several hundreds of years if the dates of different pieces of
    folklore were to be believed? Or that something dreadful happened, and while people
    like her were still around, maybe even coming back, nobody knew who and where anybody
    else was, so they all stumbled around in the dark of ignorance?

    For all she knew, there could be thousands of people just like her, people to whom
    strange things happened, and despite being so many they could all be just as alone as
    she was.

    It was definitely possible, but if so, how was she supposed to find these
    people?

    Hazel pondered and pondered, but no answer presented itself. Eventually her
    thoughts were interrupted when the first light of day crested over one of the many
    hills and mountains in the distance. Her brain shook off the fog that had settled
    over her thoughts, and she jumped to her feet. Was she about to see the mermaid?
    Would it look like the pictures in all the books?

    A small breeze stirred the surface of the water. The sun fully rose and sunlight
    washed over the pond…

    …and nothing happened.

    Leaning over, she looked into the pool as best she could. Nothing.

    Puffing out her cheeks, she eventually sighed. She had the right day, she had made
    sure of that, but it looked like just like Stonehenge, there was nothing to see here.
    She shook her head and walked back to her backpack. Might as well get a move on to
    her next destination.

    Something splashed behind her.

    Hazel whirled around, her heart pounding in her chest. Out in the middle of the
    pond something was poking out of the water, something shiny and silver and scaled. It
    shifted, and a forked tail rose out of the water and plunged right back in. She ran
    over, her bag forgotten on the ground, and splashed into the pond for a few feet.
    Eagerly she looked into the water, trying to get a better glimpse of the mermaid.

    As far as she could see, the aptly named Mermaid's Pool was empty once again.

    

    Bright sunlight beat down upon her. Sweat dripped down her brow and her back. Her
    shirt stuck to her, and she flapped the hem of her jumper to try forcing some air up
    the back of her shirt to cool herself off.

    Finally Hazel could stand it no longer. She dropped her backpack onto the ground
    and tugged off the jumper, sighing when she was no longer covered up quite so
    much.

    The day after Easter had brought a heat wave to England, and that meant clothing
    that had been appropriate while the world was cold and grey was now very much
    overkill. She had already stuffed her puffy coat into the bag, and even that had been
    a chore considering how much space it took up. She had to sacrifice the amount of
    food she carried with her at a time, a decision she was already coming to regret, but
    to add the thick woolen jumper into that limited space as well?

    She looked at the jumper in her hands and the stuffed backpack at her feet before
    shaking her head. No, that just was not going to happen. Settling herself onto the
    warm grass, she twisted and untwisted the jumper around her hands. What was she going
    to do?

    The simplest answer, of course, was to find someplace to put her belongings when
    she did not need them. That was what most people did, storing seasonal clothing in
    boxes or in closets until they were needed once again. There was just one very,
    very big problem with that: she did not have anywhere in which to store her
    things. She owned no house that would be safe while she wandered. She could try to
    hide a box, maybe even several boxes, in a random building and hope nobody noticed
    them for the months she left them unattended, except she did not trust her luck that
    far. A related possibility was to spread her things in several places like a squirrel
    hiding nuts. It would make the piles less noticeable, and those places could be
    spaced wide apart since her jumps made distance meaningless in the grand scheme of
    things.

    The downside was that while it would lessen the chance of all her things being
    found at the same time, she would probably go even longer between visits to any
    particular stash. The longer the time involved, the more chances other people had to
    find them.

    Not to mention, and this reason was purely her, she actually kind of…
    liked the feeling of having everything she needed right there with her.
    After spending her whole life in the same place, to be free to wander was amazing.
    Carrying everything on her back meant she never had to be tied down anywhere.

    Keeping everything on her back limited how much she could carry, though. That lead
    to another option: she could toss away things she no longer needed and grab more when
    the weather changed again. As she looked down at her ankles that were poking out from
    the hems of her jeans, she knew she would have to do something like that anyway. She
    was starting to get taller, which meant she would need new clothes sooner or later
    anyway.

    The downside was that throwing things away and picking out new ones all the time
    would require her to steal more. She did not like doing that any more than she
    absolutely had to. She had continued to pick pockets here and there, mostly so she
    could leave at least some money any time she had to rob a small store rather than a
    big supermarket, and while she had broken three digits a few times she tried not to
    take much and still did so only sparingly. She would much rather keep what she had
    until she absolutely had to get rid of something because it no longer fit.

    But if she did not want to hide her things and she did not want to throw them away
    unnecessarily, what was she to do? She flicked a glare at her overstuffed backpack,
    which was now serving as Morgan's perch. This would be so much easier if her backpack
    just had more space inside!

    …huh.

    She looked at her bag again with more assessing eyes this time. She might be
    crazy, but she was pretty sure she remembered a few different fantasy stories where
    the resident wizard had pockets or a bag or even an entire tower that was bigger on
    the inside than it looked like on the outside. There was even a movie that she could
    vaguely remember Dudley watching once, something about a family getting a new
    governess. Dudley had gotten bored with it because there was too much music and no
    action, but part of the one scene she had been able to watch before Aunt Petunia
    shooed her out of the room involved the governess pulling a number of ridiculous
    things out of her big bag.

    And now that she was thinking harder about it, had Aunt Petunia really thought
    that if she watched it she might get ideas? She did not trust her memory of years ago
    that much, but she was definitely getting ideas now.

    First things first. Waving for Morgan to hop off, she opened her backpack and
    dumped everything onto the ground. Her fingers moved, rubbing the material of the bag
    between them, and she pushed away the thought that wanted to spring up. Instead she
    shoved her arm into the main pocket as deep as it could go and grabbed both sides of
    the opening with her other hand. Push!, she told herself, and she pushed
    with the hand inside and pulled with the one outside. She pulled with all her
    strength, confident that even at her strongest she would not be able to rip it in
    half.

    All her pulling got her was sore fingers. The dimensions of the bag's inside
    refused to change.

    Maybe I'm not wanting it hard enough? It was not the only answer in front
    of her, but it was the simplest to fix. Want, need, had been the answer to more than
    a few of her early issues with magic. She focused her mind just on what she wanted
    and ignoring everything else around her, a trick she had picked up as a result of her
    practice with meditation, and pushed and pulled again. You
    will get bigger.

    Still nothing.

    She looked at the bag again and thought for a moment longer. Maybe it being full
    would help sell her subconscious minds on the fact that it needed to be bigger? The
    clothes and the cans and last her coat went back in, and once more she pushed with
    her mind and her hand. She was going to do this!

    A minute of fruitless effort later, she sighed and let her hands fall to her side.
    She was worried this would be the case. Once again she rubbed the side of the
    backpack in resignation. Her backpack was not made of cotton or wool. It was some
    plasticky fabric, and as she had learned from fixing her glasses, a druid's magic and
    plastics did not get along. That was the reason she could not get this to
    work.

    So I just need something not plastic. That'd be easier if I ever saw any of
    the other kids at school come in with natural-looking backpacks, but I didn't. Not
    that I can think of anyway. She looked to the side to find Morgan sitting on the
    ground just watching her. Do you have any ideas?

    Morgan tilted his head and twittered at her in obvious confusion. The sounds
    turned almost scolding, and she had no trouble figuring out what that meant. She
    supposed she had no one to blame but herself for assuming a wild songbird would know
    anything about school supplies.

    Flopping backwards onto the grass, she turned the problem around and around in her
    head. Her backpack was plastic. All the backpacks she had ever seen were plastic of
    some kind. Were there backpacks made of natural cloth somewhere, almost certainly,
    but she did not know where she would even be able to find such a thing. So that plan
    was out.

    If she could not find one… could she make one instead?

    Hazel pushed herself up and looked all over her backpack again, taking in the
    details that normally she would pay no attention to. The zipper she knew she would
    not be able to make, so unless she found something that already had one attached she
    would have to figure out some other way of closing it. Sewing straps on would be
    tricky too since she had never sewn a thing in her life, but there was no way it
    could be that hard.

    A cloth bag, strips of cloth for straps, some way to close it up. Those were
    doable! She just had to find them, and thankfully there was a little town just a
    couple of hours away that she could search. Hopefully she could find the right
    materials at the local Tesco, because if not she would have to search everywhere
    else. And while I'm there, I might as well see if there's anything I can use as
    it is without having to make anything at all, she reminded herself.

    The sun was setting when she slipped out of the blue-and-white Tesco building back
    into near-empty streets, her grey 'ignore me' smoke wrapped around her and a frown on
    her face. That had been less than useful. There were plenty of bags, even a few
    backpacks, but they all felt like they were made of either plastic or, in the case of
    the more expensive handbags, leather. The leather probably would have worked, but the
    bags themselves were so small that she had trouble imaging fitting some of her
    belongings through the opening even if there was plenty of space inside. Her coat had
    been hard enough to get into her backpack as it was.

    Not only that, the only option she could find for making a new backpack that fit
    all her criteria was one of the paper bags people used to carry their purchases out
    in, and she did not want to chance her bag tearing and dumping out everything she
    had. Particularly considering all the times she had walked through the rain. She
    shuddered at the thought. No, not those. Anything but those.

    Unnoticeable by anyone who might have paid attention to her, Hazel wandered the
    streets and looked for any store that might have something she could use. The street
    lamps came on, the few cars still on the streets became fewer and fewer. She sighed
    and shook her head. Might as well give it up for tonight—

    Morgan fluttered down to her shoulder and pecked her ear.

    Ow! She rubbed her earlobe and turned her head to glare at him as best
    she could. What was that for?!

    The blue tit jumped off her shoulder and flew over to a bench. Turning to look
    back at her, he sang a victorious burst of song. Still unclear just what he was
    doing, she started walking towards him only for him to jump off the bench and keep
    flying away from her until he settled himself up high on a lamppost. He sang again,
    the sound almost taunting.

    What in the world has gotten into him?

    She followed after her friend for several minutes, sometimes jumping right next to
    him to get back at him for leading her on this wild goose chase, but eventually he
    flew in a few circles up in the air before gliding back to his customary spot on her
    shoulder. Her eyes stared at the building before them and went back to him. A pet
    store. You decided to be a pain in the you-know-what just to take me to a pet
    store?! Morgan sang again, and she shook her head. You get fed enough, you
    greedy boy. Do you really need that much more bird seed—

    Wait. Wait just a minute. Morgan's song was turning decidedly smug, but
    she was not looking at him. Her eyes were back on the store in disbelief.

    She had never had a pet, nor had Dudley, but she had seen advertisements on the
    telly. Pet food oftentimes came in bags.

    If Morgan was right… She did not know how she would feel if his idea worked out,
    mostly because being outsmarted by a bird would sting her pride like nothing else.
    Steeling herself, she pulled her torch out of a side pocket of the backpack and
    shined it through a window into the darkened store. A tug on the door proved the
    store to be locked up for the night—

    —but a quick jump and she was inside nonetheless.

    Walking through the aisles, she stopped in her tracks when her eyes found
    something she could use. Most of the bags she had seen so far were plastic, but now
    her torchbeam landed on a pile of bags that did not look like the others. Her hand
    reached out, and sure enough these were not slick and shiny. There were made of a
    rough cloth, burlap if she had to guess although she knew she did not know all the
    kinds of cloths in the world.

    Okay, she finally told Morgan, you were right. I didn't know they
    sold some kinds of dog food in burlap bags, but that will work. He gave the
    world a high-pitched cheer, but she ignored his celebrations to focus instead on
    picking up the bag. Twenty-five kilos was not exactly light, particularly for her.
    Nope, she decided after a minute's struggle. She was not going to try
    carrying that away. She would have to start working with it here.

    Which would be a lot easier if she could figure out how to tear it open.

    Pulling off her backpack, she set it on the ground and pointed at both her
    backpack and the bag of dog food with her eyes firmly on Morgan. Stay here and
    guard these, she told him. I'll be back.

    She could not tear the bag open, but she could cut it. The Tesco had a few
    backpacks even though it was swinging into spring, and in that same section of the
    store were various other school-type supplies. That included pads of paper, boxes of
    pens and pencils, and several different sizes of scissors and shears. The last would
    be the best thing with which to cut through the thick fabric bag. Picturing what the
    aisle looked like during the day, she jumped into the air.

    Her trainers squeaked on the wet linoleum tiles of the store, nearly sending her
    to the ground. Why was the floor wet?!

    "Bloody hell!"

    Her head whipped around to find a man standing a few feet away, a bucket by his
    feet and a mop in his hands. He stared at her with wide eyes, as surprised by her
    arrival as she was by his presence in the first place. She turned her head enough to
    see where the shears were hanging and quickly grabbed one.

    "How did you even— Hey, put that back!"

    Another jump returned her to the pet store, and she ripped the plastic wrapping
    off the shears and gave them a couple of experimental snips. These should work out
    just fine. Grabbing the corner of the top dog food bag, she started cutting, brushing
    strands of hair out of her face when they brushed against her forehead. The seam on
    the bottom came free, and kibble spilled all over onto the ground.

    Morgan twittered in delight when she picked the half-empty bag up to get the rest
    out, and she waved the hand still holding the shears at the pile of dry food. Eat
    all you want. You definitely earned it. With him otherwise occupied, she carried
    the bag a few feet away and dropped it on the ground. All she had to do now was
    figure out how to turn it into a backpack.

    Green eyes looked at the bag, at how it fell, and she sucked on her bottom lip as
    another idea came to her. Maybe she did not have to turn into a backpack, exactly.
    The way it had folded over on itself, it actually looked a lot like a satchel. She
    had seen some of the students in the upper years wear them, and while she had never
    thought about wearing one herself, it would be easier to make than a proper
    backpack.

    Folding the bag in half more evenly, she nodded at it and started cutting along
    both sides, going from the opening she had made to the fold, repeating the process on
    the other side, and then lifting one of the flaps she had made so she could cut along
    the front. The square of burlap left in her hands she tossed behind her. Lifting and
    lowering the flap still attached, she nodded again. That did not look half bad.

    It was still covered in kibble bits, though, but that was a problem she could fix.
    Ripples of blue light washed over the bag, causing all the pieces of dog food to
    disappear from sight. The same ripples covered the shears for a moment before they
    too were clean. Snapping them open and closed again thoughtfully, she reached up and
    pulled some of the strands of hair down until they were nearly at her nose.

    Her hair was getting long, and it had been months since Aunt Petunia had cut her
    hair. She had always hated how short her aunt left it, how it made her look almost
    like a boy, but now it was getting long enough to be annoying. It was also far too
    short for her to do anything useful with it like putting it in pigtails or a ponytail
    the way other girls at school did. It might be better to go ahead and cut it again.
    Not as short as Aunt Petunia used to do, not that short by any means, but short
    enough that it would not flop around in her face like it was.

    Something to think about after she was done with her current project.

    With the bag cut into shape, she just needed a way to wear it, and she had just
    the idea.

    An hour later, she was done. A long piece of rope taken from the same hardware
    store in Upper Milton where she grabbed the nail that hung around her neck was
    attached to both sides of the bag thanks to a lot of thread stolen from an arts and
    crafts store in the same town, the thread admittedly clumsily sewn through the bag
    itself and around the rope. Glue helped keep it all together, and she had also glued
    a piece of cloth around the top of the loop of rope to keep it from rubbing her neck
    raw.

    Most everything she had used, the bag and the rope and the thread and the cloth,
    were natural. The glue itself she was a little unsure about, but that was a risk she
    just had to take.

    Moment of truth, she told Morgan, who had absolutely gorged himself on
    dog food and was now sitting on the ground like a big puffball of multicolored
    feathers. Her attention moved back to the bag, and she curled and uncurled her
    fingers. Sliding her right arm into the bag, she imagined as forcefully as she could
    the bag getting bigger and bigger and bigger inside, until…

    The edge of the bag reached her shoulder, her arm within still straight and
    reaching past the bottom of the bag.

    She pulled her hand back out and looked at it, then she laughed as hard as she
    could. It was probably a good thing she was both mute and alone, for if she could
    make a sound she suspected her laugh would be more of a cackle. It worked! It
    worked!

    Her backpack went into the bag, then her puffy coat, then all the cans and the can
    opener and the extra batteries and her wad of money. The outside looked just the same
    as it had before she put everything inside, so she pulled the front and back apart to
    look into the bag. There was still a hand-span of space between the top can and the
    edge of the bag, and she suspected that if she kept forcing things into it, she would
    just find more space.

    Let's grab a bag to put some more of that kibble in, she told her friend.
    It would be a waste to leave it all behind when you did such a good job finding
    this place. Then we'll sleep here tonight and start moving again at first
    light.

    And in the morning, we can also find more food for me since I can carry a lot
    more now.

    

    Some of the details in Hazel's analysis of what to do with her seasonal
    clothes were added in response to reviews suggesting she create a base. I
    do read and think about all your reviews, even if I
    don't put a reply at the top of the chapter. Sometimes it works better slipped into
    the text itself.

    And speaking of chapters in general, only one more of exploring England
    before it's time for Hazel to move on and start meeting some actual other characters.
    I know it has taken a while to get to this point, but some of the things she needed
    to see and do and learn just wouldn't have been possible were she getting guidance
    and advice from other people.

    Silently Watches out.
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    Guest #1, ro781727: As far as Hazel could see, there was no
    mermaid in the pool when she waded into the water. Which, considering a previous
    encounter, should make you wonder just what she really saw…

    Winlyn: She's bumping against a real truth of magic when it comes
    to natural materials, but she made a few assumptions early on that are skewing her
    conclusions. Don't worry, somebody with more knowledge of what she's doing will
    straighten her out soon enough.

    Silent. Storm: You're correct, the Accidental Magic Reversal
    Squad is a thing in canon. The problem is that it's not clear just what their job
    really is. We know they were called out when Harry blew up Marge, but we never hear
    about them any other time. My personal conclusion, then, is that like the Obliviators
    (with whom they share a department) they don't go out to every magical event in the
    Muggle world but rather only get called out when something is so obvious that the
    average Muggle would notice it. Hazel normally stays out of sight, but I wouldn't be
    surprised if word about a janitor talking about an appearing-and-disappearing girl
    makes it to their ears.

    "Wow, making a bottomless bag is so easy!": Heh heh heh. Not
    quite. I'll get more into it later (it's actually a fairly major plot point), but for
    now suffice it to say that Hazel wouldn't have had such success had she found a
    canvas backpack or used one of the leather purses. In fact, I will go as far as
    revealing that she didn't CAST anything...

    

    Chapter 11
The Hill

    Her belly flat against the grass, Hazel switched her gaze repeatedly from the red
    sun hanging low on the horizon to the circle formed on the ground by a ring of
    standing stones. She was still a hundred meters or so away from the stones, and
    between the distance and laying on the ground and being covered by her ignore-me
    smoke, she was reasonably confident that she could not be seen. Unseen was how she
    wanted to be until after nightfall.

    She knew she was probably being paranoid, but this was Elva Hill! A place where
    fairies were said to gather. There was no way she was drawing attention to herself
    until she knew there were not going to be creatures like the red cap that wanted to
    eat her guts and grind her bones for bread. At least on the flip side, she was so
    small that if giants truly existed they should not see her unless she really
    wanted.

    The sun sank out of sight, and soon shadow covered the world. Still Hazel waited,
    but despite her patience nothing was happening. It was quiet as a grave all
    around.

    Maybe I'm worried about nothing, she wondered. Morgan had no answer for
    her, and she glanced over to find him sitting on her satchel, puffed up and letting
    out a cute little birdy snore. Despite herself she found a smile on her face, so
    shaking her head she returned her attention to the stone circle.

    An hour passed. Two. Nothing happened.

    Now I feel dumb. Pushing herself up from the ground, she used her magic
    hand to lift Morgan onto her shoulder and pick up her bag. Her friend woke up just
    enough to sidle closer to the warmth of her neck, and she started walking towards the
    stones. Maybe that was the problem? She had not exactly had a lot of luck with stone
    circles, as Stonehenge clearly attested. Even the stones in Shervage Wood, though
    connected to magic in the story they told, were made by regular humans…

    …What was glowing in the center of that circle?

    Hazel took a quick step back, suddenly worried that she might not have been
    patient enough.

    The light instantly winked out again.

    A step forward, the glowing something or other returned to the circle. A step
    back, it was gone. She repeated the movements a few more times before she had to
    accept that whatever this thing was, it was only appearing when she got within a
    certain distance. Her legs tense and ready to jump her out to anywhere else, she
    slowly walked closer and closer.

    She halfway expected that the shorter the distance, the brighter it would become.
    What happened instead was that the colored blur became crisper and more detailed. She
    stopped at the edge of the stone circle and stared.

    Hanging in the air was a… She had no words to describe it. A crack? Yes, a crack
    or a squiggle, glowing a faintly off-yellow and spinning slowly as it floated there.
    While it was turning, the individual lines that created it shifted or lengthened or
    shortened, changing the design from moment to moment but not the overall shape. She
    had never seen anything like this, nor had she even heard or read of it. What in the
    world was it?

    And why had no one ever mentioned this thing existing before? This was not like
    the stone circle in Shervage Wood, which was out in the middle of the woods where
    people were unlikely to go. Elva Hill was a well-known landmark with regular
    visitors. Surely someone had seen it before her!

    Closing her left eye, she examined it more thoroughly. Her lens made it easier for
    her to see things close up, so maybe if she only looked at this thing with that eye,
    she might find an additional clue. Sadly all it did was make the edges of the crack a
    bit more crisp, not as fuzzy.

    Opening both eyes made the crack go blurry for a second, and a suspicion bloomed
    in her mind. Could it be that simple? Unsure just what she was hoping for, she closed
    her right eye this time.

    The crack vanished.

    Her right eye opened up again, and when the anomalous rip in the world itself
    returned her hand lifted up to the frame strapped to her head and more specifically
    to the faintly purple lens set within it. The lens she received by trading the lens
    from her old glasses with… something. A spirit or fairy or something else
    entirely.

    That thought caught up with the rest of her mind, and she took several hasty steps
    away from the circle. She could only see this with a magical lens, which meant it was
    very magical. Maybe she was wrong, and she hoped she was, but she feared
    that this answered a question she could have happily gone her entire life without
    getting answered.

    Beneath Glastonbury Tor, a magician from long ago had sealed the road to the
    Greenwild. Clearly he did not get around to closing the doors to all the
    other Otherworlds.

    Hazel's hand rose to hover protectively over Morgan's sleeping body, and with a
    jump she vanished from Cockermouth and reappeared in the pet store where she made her
    bag. Whatever monstrous fae slept near Elva Hill, it could continue napping. She
    wanted nothing to do with it.

    Heart slowing down now that she was a week's walk away, she sat down on a small
    table off to the side of the glass doors. That's the last place on my list,
    she realized after a few minutes. All the potentially magical sites in England she
    found scouring the books in the library in Greater Whinging, she had visited. Four
    months spent on the road, and she was no closer to finding another magical
    person.

    …What was she going to do now?

    I don't have anything else to do. Sure, I could go back to Tintagel and swim
    through the cold water, but that was something I wanted to wait to do until the
    summer, and even if I did that, I still wouldn't have anything after. I had hoped to
    find something that pointed me to other druids, even just the tiniest hint, but there
    was nothing. Even if I'm right and there are other people like me who have powers but
    don't have a dedicated meeting place, I still wouldn't be able to find them. I don't
    know how many there are in England, let alone anywhere else.

    There has to be something! Somebody had to
    have written something down. Museums and stuff have books from hundreds of years ago,
    and people stopped believing in magic not that long ago. There just… there can't be
    nothing left.

    She sighed and let her head fall against the wall behind her. Maybe I'm just
    not looking in the right places? I don't know where else I would look, but I haven't
    found anything, so it's possible. Likely, even.

    Running through her memories of the various fairy tales and folklore stories she
    had read over the months, she tried to think of where else she could search. Wales
    and Scotland had similar stories to England, but if she found nothing here, what were
    the chances she would get lucky there? Ireland she had already ruled out, both
    because she did not want to run into the fae that infested the island and because she
    did not want to run into the IRA. That was the British Isles covered, which meant she
    would need to look farther afield.

    The Continent, then.

    France isn't too far away. I could catch a
    ferry from… I think it's Dover? Her face scrunched up. I think so, anyway.
    Some fairy tales come from France, after all, and it's next to Germany. The Brothers
    Grimm definitely had a lot of witches and magical beasties in their stories. I don't
    know any French, which will be a problem, but maybe I could pick up a dictionary or
    something?

    …Not to mention, it would be a lot warmer than here.

    She pulled off her satchel, waking up Morgan in the process, and started pulling
    things out. That was the one downside of this magical bag: she could stuff whatever
    she wanted into it, but to get to anything specific she had to take out everything
    that was on top of it. Finally she found a wad of paper, and removing the elastic
    bands she unfolded her various maps of England.

    France was close to Dover, she confirmed after a quick look, so that would be the
    first place to check. Was there anywhere she had been that was nearby, somewhere she
    could jump to and shorten just how far she had to walk?

    A laugh escaped her when she looked at all the circles she had drawn depicting the
    sites she wanted to visit. The closest potential magical site was Stonehenge, which
    meant the place she should go to start her walk was actually Greater Whinging of all
    places! She shook her head and started packing everything back up into her bag. This
    was also a good time to check on Stonehenge again now that she knew her lens could
    reveal the gates to Otherworlds. She had to know if something like that had been
    there the first time she visited. A jump—

    —landed her in the ancient stone circle. She looked around. No crack or ripple, no
    spirits, just the stones themselves. There really was nothing magical here—

    —so she reappeared outside the library in Greater Whinging. Hitching her bag on
    her shoulder, she breathed out her ignore-me smoke and started walking eastward. She
    barely got fifteen feet before a car backfired loudly in the alley on the other side
    of the library, making her jump in sudden surprise. She turned around to give the
    unseen car a glare at scaring her.

    It was only because she was looking that way that she saw two men stepping out
    from the alley.

    Hazel blinked a couple of times and stared. She had to be dreaming because the
    alternative was that two grown men were standing in front of the Little Whinging
    library wearing bathrobes and bright blue capes. Maybe they were homeless, and that
    was why they were wearing such things? A longer glance, and she shook her head. The
    robes did not look worn out or patched up, and the capes looked identical. These were
    not things they had picked up from a charity bin and wore because they had nothing
    else.

    She had thought it a few times before, and she would think it again: grown-ups
    were weird.

    "Think our perp's around here still?" the shorter of the men asked, looking around
    at the empty streets. "I'm getting tired of the wild goose chase. Though I can't
    see why she'd come here of all places. Nothing
    worth seeing."

    Despite herself, Hazel nodded her head in agreement with the oddball man. Greater
    Whinging might be bigger than Little Whinging, but from her experience in the town,
    there was nothing 'great' about it.

    The tall man grunted. "Probably not. Mudblood bitch has been Apparating
    all over the country for the last couple of months. The boss wanted us to bring
    her to the Ministry, but the Muggle-lovers higher up would probably let her go with a
    slap on the hand and a pat on the head. Be better to Obliviate her entirely and be
    done with it."

    A shiver ran down her spine at the sound of that word and the viciousness with
    which the man thought it. Admittedly, she did not know what it was, but the sound of
    it was much too close to 'oblivion' and 'obliterate' for
    her peace of mind. She knew what those words meant.

    Spinning on one heel, she walked briskly away and left the bathrobe-wearers to
    their conversation about 'Mudblood' and 'Apparating', whatever those were. She did
    take a moment to spare a quick wish that whoever these guys were after would stay
    safe, however. She would not want to be hunted by men this dangerous. But at the end
    of the day, there was nothing she could do about it, and she had her own tasks. She
    wanted to get to Dover as soon as possible.

    

    A loud horn screeched as the ferry came to a stop at the dock, and Hazel was one
    of the first ones hopping off the boat. Dodging around a few people, none of whom
    could see through her smoke, she walked away from the coast and into the city of
    Calais. She was in an entirely different country, lost among people who spoke a
    different language…

    And aside from minor differences in the buildings, she could be excused for
    thinking she never left jolly old England. She might not be able to make heads or
    tails of the words they spoke or the signs hanging over the roads, but their thoughts
    still came thorugh loud and clear. All these people had the same worries and petty
    concerns as the random passerbys of Bristol or Greater Whinging.

    She stepped off of the main roads and into a little alleyway, then with one
    jump—

    —she sat on top of a building on the other side of the street. Morgan hopped off
    her shoulder onto the peaked roof, glancing around in surprise. She did not normally
    take him up to the kinds of places where he could fly on his own.

    Never thought you'd see another country, did you?, she asked him.
    Then again, I suppose from your perspective all countries are just the same. The
    only difference is whether there are a bunch of people around or not.

    Feel free to go exploring if you want. She waved for him to take off.
    I'll just be sitting here. I have a couple of things I want to try, then we'll
    look for someplace to stay for a while.

    Closing her eyes, she let the idle thoughts of the city wash over her. She had
    learned not a word of French in Little Whinging, and while she had made some efforts
    to rectify that in the last few days, she had hopes that she had figured out an
    easier way. If she listened to a bunch of people with her mind-reading for a while,
    would it be possible for her just to… absorb the local language? She had never tried
    anything like this, but she had never had reason to do so, either.

    The thoughts of hundreds of people filled her head, the words losing all meaning
    and turning into an awful mishmash of nonsense. She was able to subject herself to
    only ten minutes of this before she shook her head and did whatever the telepathic
    equivalent of plugging up her own ears was.

    That was not going to work.

    Maybe it was just too many people all at once? Hazel rolled over onto her belly
    and closed her right eye so she could see better out of her left. One man stood out
    for being almost the same size around as Uncle Vernon and yelling at someone through
    a large brick of a mobile phone. She grimaced; she could easily remember her uncle
    being inordinately proud of his first mobile phone until one morning when he could
    not hear anything out of it except squealing. He had blamed her for it failing even
    though she knew she had rarely so much as looked at it, let alone tried to sabotage
    it. The way he was shouting, he was cut from much the same cloth.

    She did not think learning French from somebody would take away their own
    knowledge of the language, but if it did… she might feel a little less guilty knowing
    she was muting Uncle Vernon's duplicate?

    Blocking out the thoughts of everyone else as best as she could, she focused on
    him. "How could Marguerite be this stupid?" she heard as his thoughts came
    to her. "The appointment was written right there on the calendar! I swear, if she
    wasn't so hot bent over my desk I would fire her right now…"

    A shudder ran through her at the brief glimpses of the mental images waiting for
    her just below the surface of his thoughts. This was why she did not try to focus on
    other people's thoughts like this, sometimes pictures slipped over along with
    words.

    Grown-ups were gross.

    More importantly, once again she could tell no difference between his thoughts and
    the thoughts of British people except for a light accent on the words. That was nice
    on the one hand; she would not have to worry about not being able to understand the
    people here. On the other, the easy way of learning French was right out.

    Hazel sighed and patted the bag slung across her body. She had prepared for this,
    and that was why there was an English-to-French dictionary stowed away in her satchel
    thanks to the library in Bristol. She had no illusions of learning French in a week
    or two, but so long as she could understand what people said and pantomimed well
    enough, she should be able to get her meaning across while she learned some of the
    words.

    Morgan had not left his previous spot and instead was just staring at her, so she
    pushed herself back up. Don't want to leave me alone, do you, she asked her
    friend. His only response was to hop onto her waiting palm, and she gently deposited
    him back on her shoulder. Okay then. We can spend a day or two just looking at
    the sights, then we'll research where we can go that maybe has more answers for us
    than England did.

    

    For the second time in the span of just a few days, Hazel heard a horn blast as
    she rode a vehicle. This was no ferry, though; it was a train. Specifically it was a
    train that ran on the route between Calais and a town called Compiègne. She knew
    nothing about the town itself, but what she had discovered from looking over maps of
    the country was that it was just outside a good-sized forest of the same name.

    The forest was not as large as the Avesnois National Park near the border of
    Belgium, but what the maps seemed to show was that there were a number of towns
    scattered throughout the Park. Compiègne Forest did not have such a large human
    presence, which made it more attractive in her eyes. She had no idea if something
    like French druids had existed in the past or if that was a purely British tradition,
    but if they existed, a forest like this that had remained unsettled would be perfect
    for them. As such it was here that she would start her search.

    Not to mention, Compiègne was a large enough town to get what she needed to
    survive, and if they did not have something, Paris was only a couple of days'
    walk.

    The train was passing the edge of the forest now, so with a risky hop she
    teleported from her hiding spot at the juncture between a pair of train cars to the
    tree line. She gave the train a wave, even though she knew the conductor could not
    see her and likely would not have appreciated her stealing a ride if he could, and
    started walking deeper into the massive oaks. There was little chance she could make
    it all the way to the center of the forest, but her hope was to find a landmark as
    deep within as she could and teleport back first thing in the morning. It was a big
    forest, but with enough time she could search the entire thing.

    On the plus side, she did not go to school anymore, which meant she had all the
    time in the world!

    The sun had already been on its way down when she hopped onto the train, and soon
    enough the last rays of daylight were gone. Still she continued wandering, the
    darkness of the closely growing trees driven back only by her electric torch and what
    little light coming from the full moon overhead could break through the leaves.
    Branches creaked all around, and no matter how hard she ignored it she could not get
    rid of the feeling that she was being watched.

    Another creak from behind her, and Hazel stopped to take a deep breath and chide
    herself. She had walked through plenty of little groves and patches of trees in the
    dark over the last few months, and besides being larger and foreign this forest was
    no different. She could leave now, returning to either the abandoned building in the
    outskirts of Calais she had used for the last couple of days or even somewhere in
    Britain and coming back when it was daylight again, but all the trees looked so much
    alike that she would have to jump back to the edge of the forest and start her search
    from square one. She had spent probably two hours walking around in here already, and
    that was progress she did not want to lose—

    A loud howl came from her right, and her torch beam whipped over in that
    direction. Okay, wolves were not something I
    dealt with in England, she admitted to herself. Maybe heading back for the
    night and starting over first thing in the morning isn't the worst plan I've ever
    had.

    The cracking of sticks came from the same direction as the howl and shifted from
    her side to in front of her. She kept the beam of light focused on the source of the
    sound, so she was able to see what finally stepped out from between the trees. The
    light landed squarely on it, and the splotch of brightness quivered and danced as her
    hand started shaking.

    This was no wolf. It was something out of a nightmare.

    The creature walked on all fours, but not like an animal. Its legs were too long
    and too thin, almost skeletal, and its back was twisted and hunched in order to keep
    its front paws on the ground. A couple of times its paws lifted off the ground
    entirely, almost as if it were trying to walk on two legs like a person. Ribs visibly
    poked out from its side and flexed with its heavy panting. Its skin was a sickly
    grey, and its hair was thin and sparse except where it had concentrated on the upper
    back, reaching up its neck to its head and the long ears on top. That head swung to
    look at her, the one part of the body that was at all similar to the wolf it sounded
    like, and it opened its mouth to let a pink tongue hang out among sharp yellowed
    teeth.

    She swallowed thickly. Maybe it was like the hellhound in Wistman's Wood,
    scary-looking but not really dangerous? Maybe? Nice doggy, she told it, her
    empty hand rising in a warding gesture.

    The monster stared at her for a moment longer, then it opened its mouth wide and
    roared.

    And then it started running right at her.

    

    The reasoning Hazel went to France probably seems a little weak, but while
    the original plan made more sense, it was also needlessly dark. Morgan needs to LIVE,
    dammit!

    And I know I said she would meet other characters, but I promise it's
    happening next chapter!

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    12. Compiègne
  

  
    DadyCoool: My original plan was for Hazel and Morgan to stumble
    upon a crooked Auror. I wasn't sure just what he would be doing, maybe buying or
    selling something from Mundungus Fletcher. At first he would try chasing her to
    Obliviate her because whatever he was doing was obviously magical, and then when he
    had to teleport after her he would get angrier about being led around by a child and
    one who's Muggleborn at that. Morgan would try to protect Hazel just like he did from
    the red cap, and a spell would slam him into a wall, leading him to die in Hazel's
    hands. So now I get to keep him alive AND I don't have to make Hazel a
    killer because she didn't have to use a compulsion to make the Auror literally stop
    breathing until he died. Like I said, needlessly dark.

    YuukiAsuna-Chan: Letting Hazel understand someone's thoughts
    regardless of the language they speak is an intentional choice, and one done for a
    couple of different reasons. First, she's going to be traveling for a bit, and
    dropping her off in the middle of a different country where people would have
    significant problems communicating with her would be… irritating, both as an author
    and I expect as a reader. Second and more in-character, considering Hazel relies on
    Legilimency as heavily as she does and has refined it to the point that she can
    correctly interpret the thoughts of animals (e.g., all the times she's interacted
    with Morgan), for her to be able to pull out the concepts behind another person's
    thoughts and correctly translate them is not unreasonable.

    As for using a dictionary to translate, obviously that won't be enough by itself.
    You know that and I know that, but Hazel hasn't figured it out yet. She is,
    after all, only nine years old. She does have a bit of an advantage though in that
    being able to understand "spoken" language and being mute herself means she can focus
    only on the written language, which helps cut down on just how much she needs to
    learn.

    "Bigoted wizards": I realize this is partly my fault for choosing
    an intentionally confusing format, but keep in mind that what Hazel hears with her
    mind-reading is interwoven with characters' dialogues and italicized. Of the two
    Patrolmen who were tracking down the underage Apparationer, only the second one who
    spoke was racist. He wasn't saying "Mudblood" or plotting her Obliviation out loud
    where his partner could hear it.

    

    The monster stared at her for a moment longer, then it opened its mouth wide
    and roared.

    And then it started running right at her.

    Chapter 12
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    Despite the danger and the long teeth coming towards her, Hazel's mind did not
    focus on this twisted creature. Instead a memory came to mind, a memory of another
    monster that had tried to kill her. It might have had a knife instead of long claws
    and been shorter than her rather than gigantic, but the red cap was no less dangerous
    to her than this monster was.

    Maybe, she thought as she swung the beam from her torch away from her attacker,
    she could use the same strategy to keep herself safe.

    By the time the monster was halfway to her, she was no longer there. Instead she
    sat in the crook of a tree where the trunk split into two thick branches. Morgan
    twittered at the sudden pressure and translocation, but she shushed him with a gentle
    pat. She had not left the forest; she had not even left the sight of the creature.
    She was now simply ten feet or so above above the ground. If it could jump this high,
    her torch had already found a branch on another tree that was twice as high as the
    two she sat upon.

    And if it could climb, she was a short hop from Calais or anywhere she had been in
    England.

    The monster skidded to a halt when it realized its quarry was suddenly missing,
    and it whirled around. Then it did so again and again, and she could almost imagine
    the confusion it was obviously feeling. Not once did it look up, still convinced that
    she was down below where she had been before. She was also getting… something from
    it. Not thoughts, not like a person, but not the vague emotions she felt like she was
    able to pick up in Morgan's song and behavior either. It was more like when a person
    was feeling an emotion so strongly she could almost feel a shadow of it as well.

    This thing, whatever it was, was angry. Madder than she had ever felt
    from Uncle Vernon, even.

    Another howl came from deeper in the woods, and with a snap and a snarl the
    creature took off running on all fours towards the sound. The obvious explanation for
    what she was dealing with hit her, and she slapped herself on the forehead for being
    so dumb. Was this a werewolf?! She looked up at the moon, and sure enough,
    it was full.

    I'll admit, I wasn't expecting to find actual, real life
    werewolves when we came to France, she told
    Morgan. I suppose I shouldn't be so surprised, though. I mean, we already know
    that fairies and dragons are real, so why not werewolves? And it sounded like it
    isn't alone.

    The real question in front of her was what the next step would be. This forest
    sounded like there were multiple werewolves within it, the exact number impossible to
    tell from where she sat. Wandering around on the ground did not sound like the
    smartest or safest strategy for staying uneaten, but this werewolf had not once
    looked at her despite her torch still shining bright. If she stayed up in the trees
    like she was, she should be safe. She could not guarantee it, but it seemed like it
    was likely.

    Her other option was to come back after dawn. Werewolves had not been one of the
    subjects she had researched, but from what little she knew about them they only
    changed under the full moon. In the light of day, they should be normal people. She
    hoped so, anyway, but she would have to keep an eye out in case they could change at
    will or something.

    It wouldn't be too risky for me to stay up
    here, would it, she asked her friend. I mean, worst case scenario we jump
    back to Calais for the night if they do start chasing us. There shouldn't be that
    much danger in just looking.

    Decision made, she teleported from her current tree to the one she had been eyeing
    as her next step when running. That vantage point allowed her to find another tree
    that looked like it could bear her weight and was in the direction in which the
    werewolf had run, and she jumped to that one before finding a fourth tree. The
    recurrent howls of the wolves served as her guide, and she moved again and again,
    thirty or forty feet at a time, just following the sounds. She had to stop a couple
    of times to let the headache that was threatening to form settle down, but eventually
    her relatively straight line of travel let her catch up.

    Hazel stopped and stared at what she saw below her. In the middle of the woods
    stood a clearing, but it was not empty. What had to be a dozen or more little huts or
    shacks were scattered throughout the space, some pushed against the edge of the tree
    line while others were placed proudly near the cluster of fire pits that marked the
    center. None of the buildings were tiny, not really, but from what she could see even
    the largest could probably be squeezed into the living room of Number 4 with only a
    little difficulty. More interesting to her were not the buildings, but the creatures
    who milled around between them and around the still-smoldering fires.

    Werewolves. Lots of werewolves.

    She pressed herself more tightly against the tree to make sure she would not risk
    falling out and watched with wide eyes. It was hard to tell just how many of them
    there were down there, partly because they all looked more or less the same and
    partly because they kept moving around and snarling and clawing at one another. It
    did not look like an all-out brawl, not as far as she could tell. The closest
    comparison she had was one time when she saw a couple of dogs fighting, which
    involved a few bites before one of them backed off and ran away.

    What was happening in front of her looked… kind of like that. The biggest
    difference was that none of them were running away so much as backing off and picking
    a fight with a different werewolf. Sometimes one would run off, normally followed by
    several others, but after just a few minutes most or all of them would find their way
    back. Surprisingly none of them were lashing out at the shacks, but then again
    buildings did not usually fight back, so maybe that had something to do with it.

    She looked up at the sky again. The moon was not quite to its highest point, which
    likely meant it was not midnight yet and there was still plenty of time for the
    werewolves to frolic. Despite her sitting here watching them, none of them had yet to
    notice her. Was it because she was still hidden amongst the branches a couple of
    trees back from the actual tree line? She did not know, and no matter her curiosity
    this was something she was not all that eager to test.

    What do you think? Stick around for a couple of hours to watch some more, then
    jump back to town to get some sleep? This place is definitely unique enough I should
    be able to get back without any trouble. Morgan had no answer for her, and she
    looked out the corner of her eye to find him fluffed up and sound asleep on her
    shoulder. She shook her head with a smile. You are no help at all.

    

    Hazel's eyelids itched, and she rubbed them for a bit before blinking them open.
    The sun was just coming up, the first beams of dawn hitting her face and explaining
    why she was waking up now. She yawned and tried to stretch her arms, but as she moved
    she felt herself start leaning to the side and then fall backwards. She came free
    from whatever had been supporting her, and despite her arms desperately wheeling
    about for a second there was nothing around her but empty air.

    Then something very strong hit her very hard in the back.

    She lay on the ground just trying to catch her breath as Morgan scolded her
    overhead and memories came back to her no longer sleeping brain. She had been in a
    tree, presumably the one whose branches were stretched out above her. She had been in
    a tree because she was watching a pack of werewolves, and she had fallen
    asleep. And she had been in that tree all that time because she really did not
    want to get eaten!

    Adrenaline surged through her veins. She rolled off her back to her feet, her legs
    curled up beneath her and just waiting to jump through space to somewhere – anywhere
    – safer than here. One growl, one flash of fang, and she would be gone.

    Raising her head to look over a bush, she stared at the sight before her. It was
    obvious that werewolves could not remain transformed in the light of day. Grey skin
    was lightening into pink and tan, and the overlong limbs were receding into more
    normal proportions. The sparse hair on their necks and upper backs shifted and slid
    into place on the tops of their heads and changed back to human colors. Throughout
    the clearing were groaning moans and creaking bones as distorted anatomy shifted back
    into place.

    After a couple of minutes it was over, and the clearing was filled with a bunch of
    naked people. Thankfully for her peace of mind none of the naked adults started doing
    anything gross, just started walking towards the different cottages with a few but
    not all hiding their private parts from view. They came back out a short time later
    in ones and twos, now dressed but not in normal clothes. Most of them were wearing
    either long shirts over trousers or colorful but not fluffy bathrobes.

    Bathrobes that looked a lot like the ones the men she saw in front of the Greater
    Whinging library were wearing, now that she thought about it.

    Hazel was more than just a little bit curious, and she started walking towards the
    little settlement now that more people were walking out of their huts. Interestingly,
    almost all of them were walking in the same direction away from the village, at a
    right angle to the path she was using to approach them. Where were they headed?

    Her foot landed on a twig, and it snapped beneath her weight. The sound caught the
    attention of one of the men who was dressed in a homespun tunic. Their eyes met, and
    she sighed and raised one hand to wave towards him. It was not as if she planned on
    staying invisible, not when she had so many questions to ask.

    "A child? What is a little kid doing this deep in the forest this early in the
    morning?" His face suddenly paled, the blood rushing out even from the top of
    his bald head. He started talking in French, which she understood not a word of, but
    thankfully his thoughts continued to flow unhindered and intelligibly. "H-Hello,
    little one. Please don't be bitten, please don't be bitten. What are you doing out
    here? She doesn't look like we mauled her, so she
    should be okay, but…"

    Reaching into her satchel at her side, she pulled out a notebook and a pen.
    "Bonjour," she wrote, one of the very few words in French she knew before
    coming here. She thought for a moment about what to say next, but finally she decided
    that honesty was probably the best choice. She just hoped he could understand English
    because she did not yet know enough words to hold a real conversation with anybody.
    "I was wandering around looking for signs of magic when I found this
    place."

    The man blinked at her writing and then looked more closely at her. "English?
    What is an English girl doing out here of all places? Now I am glad my mother
    insisted I spend my time learning other languages. But what does she mean, 'signs of
    magic'? That would mean… Is she a Né-Moldus? How would an English
    Né-Moldus even get here?"

    This time it was her turn to blink. 'Nemoldoose'? What in the world did that
    mean?

    "Hello," he said again, though this time in English with a thick accent. "You have
    better… What is the word? …fortune if you go to Paris. Where was— no,
    that is not it – is your… families?"

    She was already scribbling something else down, and before he could continue
    muddling through she held up her note. "I can understand you when you speak
    French. I just can't write it yet. What's in Paris?"

    "Oh, thank the Circles. I was not looking forward to having to talk to her in
    a foreign language. At least with writing I can take my time translating. Paris
    is where most of the wizards are," he continued, though his mouth was again babbling
    in French. "Where the main business areas are, and the shops, and the government. I
    am surprised you made it out here without stopping there first."

    Most of the wizards? Business areas? Government?! All Hazel could do was
    stare at him for several long moments. When she thought she would find living mages,
    she was expecting maybe a few families living near each other on land passed down for
    generations, training themselves and experimenting away from prying eyes. That was
    the easiest explanation for why stories of magic died out hundreds of years ago. If
    this man was to be believed, and she could see no reason why he would lie to her,
    then there were not a few select families of sorcerers.

    There was an entire society that had somehow escaped notice, possibly for
    centuries. Somehow in the course of four months, she had completely missed them in
    England. Were they only in London, a city where she had never gone? Was it
    her those two men in the capes and robes had been looking for?

    Why, if her parents lived in this separate society, was she kicked out when they
    died?

    "Dear me, where are my manners? My name is Jean Luc, by the way," he
    continued, offering his hand to her. She numbly put her own in his to be shaken with
    a soft pat at the end. "What might yours be?"

    "Hazel," she eventually wrote.

    "A pleasure to meet you. Why is she writing everything down?" he then
    asked himself before his eyes cut back to her book and then to her mouth. "Unless
    she cannot speak, perhaps? It would be strange for that to be the case, but I cannot
    think of any other obvious reason why. It is not as if it is a fear of interacting
    with strangers, or she would not have walked up to us. Are you alright, little
    one?"

    His question shook her from her thoughts, though calling them that might be overly
    generous. Numb stupefaction would be more accurate. Right. Information first, be
    shocked at how wrong I was later. She gave him a nod and started writing again.
    A few times she crossed a word or a line off, but eventually she turned it around to
    show him. "I had not heard anything about a magical culture in Paris. Or anywhere
    for that matter. Do you think there is something like it in England? Why do all of
    you live out here instead of there? Do werewolves like living in nature better? Where
    did everybody go just now?"

    A hundred more questions had bubbled up as she was writing these down, but she
    held back. Maybe if she could speak it would be easier to ask about everything she
    wanted to know, but whenever she had tried doing so in writing before, the person she
    was asking had gotten a glazed look in their eyes and quickly made their escape.
    Smaller chunks were better.

    "That is a lot of writing. I do not know anything about English wizards,"
    he told her, "except that they exist. If you wanted to go looking, I would start
    looking in London, but I know nothing more than that." She nodded along; that made
    sense, she supposed. He licked his lips nervously. "How does she already know we
    are werewolves? And why is she so calm about it?! I thought even Moldus knew about us
    and would want to run away. You are right. We are werewolves. We do not live in
    Paris because, well, we are not exactly welcomed there. Wizards are afraid of us, not
    without good reason. That they leave us alone here is miraculous on its own.
    My friends have left to go to work. Sadly the same jobs that will take us would
    be quick to fire us should anyone show up late, and being in pain after a full moon
    is not considered a valid excuse to take the day off."

    Jobs, ugh. When she grew up, she promised herself she was not going to have a job.
    She was going to just learn everything she could about magic. It sounded like a much
    more interesting life. All she had to do was figure out how to live without stealing
    food all the time.

    Still, she could not help but wonder what kind of jobs a werewolf would have. Did
    they do something that needed a lot of physical strength? She had always thought
    werewolves were supposed to be super strong and had great senses. Or maybe they used
    those senses to be investigators and detectives? That would be kind of wicked,
    actually.

    Jean Luc shook his head when he saw her questions written down. "If only that
    was the case. We take what jobs we can find, what jobs they will let us
    take. Menial work. Gisèle probably has the best job of any of us, and she had to go
    to the non-magical world even to find it. At least her boss does not exploit her
    overmuch because she does not have any of the documents Moldus carry
    around."

    That last bit did not make much sense to her, so she ignored it in favor of the
    part in the middle. "Why can't you get good jobs?"

    "We do not have wands or formal education. Most of us, anyway, and the
    government is perfectly happy keeping us unread and stupid. It is not enough that we
    are cursed already, they need to make things harder."

    She scowled at his last thought. That sounded too much like the attitude Uncle
    Vernon and Aunt Petunia had towards her. If it were not for the law telling them they
    had to send her to school, they probably would have kept her in her cupboard forever
    except to do chores. "Then why not make wands? Or learn to do magic without
    them?" That should not be too much of a burden. In just a few months, she had
    learned to do so much; surely they could learn to do anything they needed over the
    course of years.

    The laugh Jean Luc let out was faintly mocking and very bitter. "I wish it were
    that simple, little Hazel. To see the world as a child again. If it were
    that easy, it would not be such an obstacle. Magic is impossible without a wand,
    and the way of wandlore and wandmaking is a rare and complex skill."

    Hazel's lips curled into a frown. Magic was impossible without a wand? That did
    not sound right. Not right at all. She was living proof that wands were not
    necessary, as was her mother. Aunt Petunia's memories of her mum and all the magic
    her mum had done made that fact clear.

    Then again, the stones of Shervage showed two different groups of magic users.
    One of them had wands. Those must have been the wizards he is talking about. But the
    others… She wrote another question. "Do wizards use staves too, or just
    wands?"

    "Staves? You mean like a walking stick or something? No. Not that I've ever heard
    of, anyway."

    She nodded, already back deep in thought. Wizards used wands, not staves. So who
    were the men and women on the Shervage stones who held a staff in their hands? Those
    must be the druids. Wizards needed wands to do any magic. She and her mother did not,
    so they could not be wizards. Therefore they had to be druids. It was just
    logical.

    Maybe Mum wasn't part of the wizard's society at all. That would explain why
    she left me with her sister when she and Dad died. She didn't have any magic friends
    to give me to. Maybe there was no one else who could take me, and she thought Aunt
    Petunia would still be a better choice than sending me to an orphanage even with all
    their fights. Considering the things Uncle Vernon said and thought about them, that
    isn't terribly surprising.

    "I have my own question," Jean Luc said, pulling her away from her conclusions.
    "Where are your parents? I'm sure they're worried that you've gone and wandered off.
    How long has she been missing, I wonder? They have to be just absolutely beside
    themselves with fear."

    "I don't have any family. They're all gone." Which was close enough to
    the truth. "I'm a wanderer."

    "Oh." He looked at her with rising sympathy. "I… should really take her to
    Paris. They can make sure she gets back home to England. Or at least find her a
    foster family here. The Republican Guards already have their eyes on us, though, and
    if she is seen in the company of a couple of werewolves, they will assume we are
    trying to kidnap her. Werewolves are guilty until proven innocent. I cannot just drop
    her off and leave her there either. What to do?"

    Her pen was already writing, and she soon held up her notebook. "If you're
    thinking about dropping me off somewhere, I'll just slip away and go back to
    wandering. I go where I want. But if you're scared about me being HERE, I can move
    on. Thank you for all the information."

    "No, that would be even worse," he said with a shake of his head. "You
    can stick around here for a while. That will give me more time to figure out what
    to do with her. If she goes off on her own, she might wander into something
    that is even less friendly like a vampire or a hag or just the kind of people who
    would prey on a little girl on her own. I'm sure we can find something to do to
    keep you from getting bored."

    

    Supposedly the French term for Muggle is "non-magique", which feels
    incredibly phoned in like somebody didn't want to spend more than 5 seconds thinking
    about it. Instead the werewolves and other French wizards will use the term "Moldu",
    which is the word used in the French translation of the books, and will call
    Muggleborns "Desmoldus" meaning "from Muggles" because I couldn't find a good source
    for what word was actually used.

    EDIT: Many thanks to reviewer valtarius for
    telling me that the word for Muggleborns used in the French books is "Nées-Moldus",
    from which I can only presume the singular is "Né-Moldus". Which… seems like it's
    probably pronounced the same? I guess? I took Spanish and Latin in high school, not
    French, okay?!

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    13. How Does Wizard Work?
  

  
    A thought that has been brewing in my head for a while, but I wish FFN had
    some way to let me acknowledge your reviews besides replying to them like
    SpaceBattles and Sufficient Velocity do. There have been a number of reviews that
    raised valid questions or made comments I just enjoyed, but I can't SAY anything
    without ruining surprises down the line.

    Also, thank you to everyone who pitched in with explanations of French
    grammar. I do appreciate it, even if that is a sentence I never thought I would have
    to write.

    Gremlin Jack: A lot of fanfics treat the werewolf transformation
    as a one night event because canon treats it as such. If you look back at
    book 3, Lupin transformed the night that he and Sirius revealed everything to Harry
    and co., and the very next day he was back in human form packing his belongings up.
    As the phrasing he uses about his transformations is that he changes "once a month",
    that would imply that he doesn't change back and forth for three days but only
    changes for one night.

    "I thought France would be more open minded than Britain": In
    general, France is more open to non-human beings than Britain is. They are certainly
    more welcoming to Veela and vampires, and London Knight's comment
    about how a half-giant could never become the headmistress of Hogwarts is spot on.
    Werewolves specifically are distrusted, however, thanks to a spate of
    attacks committed by a group of werewolves in the mid-eighteenth century, which the
    Muggles still remember and attribute to the "Beast of Gevaudan". Considering this
    nearly wrecked the Statute of Secrecy not even a hundred years after it was signed,
    the French government has little to no mercy for any crimes – even potential
    crimes – committed by a werewolf.

    Whether Hazel ever learns this is very much up in the air, but it was
    part of my behind the scenes world-building.

    One more comment before we get to the main chapter. I have a scene in mind
    that I'm going to do my best to release on Halloween proper. Whether there will be
    another chapter between now and then depends on how quickly I can write.

    

    Chapter 13
How Does Wizard Work?

    Jean Luc turned his head from one side to the other, and Hazel had to hold back a
    smile when she heard his next thought. "This would have been much easier if
    everybody had not already run off. What am I going to do to keep her occupied? Who is
    still here… Ah ha! Grégorie! Mind helping me out for a minute? He knows a
    little English, which is better than most. Hopefully it will be enough to muddle
    through since she can't talk back to us in a sensible language."

    She frowned. She was by no means fluent, but she knew some French! A little bit,
    anyway. …She had tried to learn a few of the common words and phrases that were in
    the back of her dictionary. It was not great, she knew that, but she had thought it
    would be enough to cover the basics while she looked in her book to find the words
    she wanted.

    She also thought there would be more people who could read English, she admitted
    guiltily to herself. She expected she might need to do charades to get her point
    across from time to time, but she had not thought it would be a frequent
    problem.

    Of course, neither had she expected to run into a pack of werewolves who knew all
    about a magical society within a week.

    There were only a few people this Grégorie chap could be, but she was still
    surprised when it turned out to be a scruffy-looking older man with brown hair turned
    almost entirely grey and a slight limp in his left leg. "Where is the fire, Jean Luc—
    A girl? What in the world is she doing in the middle of this forest right after a
    full moon? Making a new friend, are you?"

    Jean Luc sighed and ran one hand over his bald head. "Something like that. This is
    Hazel. Seems she is a Née-Moldus who managed to stumble on us in the middle of the
    night. She was not bitten!" he said when Grégorie's eyes immediately jumped to her,
    horror peering out of them. "Not that it was not the first thought on my mind as
    well. Since she is already here, I was hoping you could take her with you and
    show her around. She says she understands French, but she is illiterate and can only
    write in English. I know it sounds crazy, do not give me that look. I will
    fill you in on the details later tonight," he added at the flat expression Grégorie
    shot him.

    "The woods are no place for a little girl. Nor are we. And what are you
    going to be doing while we are wandering the woods?"

    "I still need to finish the budget for next month, and now account for another
    mouth to feed. It is boring enough for me to do. Forcing somebody to watch me do
    it could only be worse. I also need to take some time to decide what options I
    have for the long term. If she really has no one like she says, I might not have any
    other choice but to take her to Paris so they can stick her with some family or
    another."

    A small smile flickered over her face. Jean Luc, as deep in this thoughts as he
    was, could not see it, but Grégorie wore a small frown of confusion. "What could
    she find funny about accounting?" he wondered quietly.

    It was not the the budget she found funny though. It was the assumption that she
    would go along with any plan that involved 'sticking' her anywhere she did not want
    to go. She could teleport! A hundred kilometers or more were nothing to her, and that
    meant she would never be caged again, especially not with people who did not care
    about her. Not like the Dursleys had done to her for years and years and years.

    She was free to wander to her heart's content.

    Grégorie sighed quietly and waved for her to follow along with her. "This is a
    terrible idea. I guess you should come along with me. If you plan to stay here
    for a time, I might as well show you our little sliver of paradise. I wish that
    were true."

    Walking in his wake, she held her notebook under one arm and pulled her French
    dictionary from her satchel. A tiny weight dropped onto her shoulder, and she spared
    a look at Morgan before returning her attention to the path Grégorie walked and the
    words on the page. She took a minute to find all the words she wanted, but soon she
    had a simple sentence written out in French this time. Her steps quickened, and she
    tapped his elbow to get his attention and show him her message.

    'I can leave if you do not want me here.'

    "What does that mean…? No, it is nothing like that," he said after a
    moment. "It is… You know what we are, no?" She nodded. "And you want to stay
    anyway? We are not safe for little girls to be around. Nobody, really.
    You would be better off with other people who are not so dangerous. Although
    maybe she should stay, if only so we can teach her how verbs work. How could she
    understand what we are saying if she does not know that, I wonder."

    She blinked in confusion at that last thought and quickly shook her head. That
    was… not unimportant, necessarily, but certainly not the most important thing this
    instant. Some more searching, and she carefully copied the words from dictionary to
    notepad. 'You do not scare me.'

    Fragments of thought whirled through his head for a couple of seconds, then he
    shook his head. "We should." He started walking away again.

    Another tap, and he looked at the pad again. 'Where do we go?' was the
    best way she could figure out what she wanted to ask, and she cast a glare at the
    book in her hands. How a dictionary of all things, especially one as thick as three
    fingers, could not have the words 'are' or 'going' in it, she hadn't a clue.

    Still, he seemed to parse out what she was asking. "Whenever we are transformed
    into monsters, there is a strong chance that we happened to kill something,
    some innocent creature. I tend to walk through the woods and check to see if
    that is the case. We tend to kill one or two deer a month, sometimes something
    bigger. When I find them, I bring the bodies back to butcher. Ha! Squeamish, are
    you?" he added when he saw her grimace. "It is not pretty, but better to cook
    the meat and tan the hide than to leave it all to rot. Keeps the smell down,
    too."

    'The whole forest belong to the pack?'

    "I hate that word. We do not call ourselves a 'pack'," he told her with
    just a trace of heat in his voice. "We are people, not animals. We are a commune, a
    family. Not a pack." Before she could finish the French word for 'sorry', he was
    already waving her off. "I know you did not know that. The wizards we have to
    deal with do not appear to know it either, no matter that we have told them a
    thousand times before. I am just telling you that for the future.

    "But to answer your question, no. This is a large forest, and most of it belongs
    to the Moldus. We live on a portion of it that my family had enchanted so Moldus
    cannot see it."

    Now she had to ask about the word that seemed to keep coming up again and again.
    'Moldus?'

    "Moldus are people who do not have magic. That describes most of the people you
    have met, I expect," he said with a small, knowing smile. "Jean Luc said you were a
    Née-Moldus. That means you have magic, you are a wizard, but instead of being born to
    other wizards like we were you were born to parents without magic."

    Hazel frowned and thought about it. She was not, not with her mother being a druid
    too, but Aunt Petunia's behavior did not make any sense if her own mother was magical
    as well. Maybe her mum was one of these Née-Moldus people? 'More or less,'
    she finally replied. 'You say your family own this land?'

    "I do, now. I was bitten as a child like too many of us were, and my
    father wanted to give me the best life I could have. It was not as if I could
    ever go to school being like this. He and one of his old school friends, one
    of the only ones who did not desert him because he refused to throw me out,
    taught me all about hunting and tracking and everything else I would need to know to
    live on my own. He also had someone put a spell on the edges of the land so I could
    not leave on the full moon when I changed. I invited some of the other werewolves I
    knew to come live here as well since that spell means we can not hurt anyone. That is
    how our commune got started. When he died, he left the land to me. And I know he
    gave me more so we would not have to live on nothing, but we will never see a single
    coin with Violette's husband being such a greedy bastard."

    Grégorie stomped away faster, his thoughts turning ever more grumbling, and she
    hurried to keep up. Only once the furious thoughts directed at whoever this Violette
    – a sister, maybe? – and her husband were had calmed did she rush forwards a little
    to walk beside him so she could show him her notepad without constantly tapping him.
    'You do not go to school? Why? Where do you learn magic if not school? Teach
    yourself?'

    A hand came down to pat her gently on the head, and he gave her a sad smile.
    "I think I see why Jean Luc wants to keep you, now. When was the last time we had
    somebody so innocent around here? Werewolves are not allowed to go to any school
    in France. There is too much of a risk of us biting another child and giving them
    this curse. There also are not enough of us to warrant a school all our own,
    assuming the government would let us have one even if there were more of us.
    That also means that most of us do not know any magic. Jean Luc reads a lot and
    taught himself some spells, and Marcel, who you have not met yet, attended a magic
    school until he and a friend of his were bitten. They were expelled. Elise used to
    have a wand, but it was broken years ago. The rest of us do not really know anything
    about magic. A few potions are as close to magic as we get."

    Potions?! Hazel stared at him in shock and a little rising dismay. They could make
    magic potions? Those appeared in all sorts of stories and folktales. What did he
    mean, that was not magic?!

    Shaking her head at the surprising attitude, she asked the question that had come
    to mind before he distracted her. 'Why Elise not buy another?'

    He grimaced. "Wands are expensive. They are meant to last a wizard his whole life.
    We do not have a lot of money to throw around, and definitely not enough to buy a
    wand for everybody. Not like a wand would do any of us much good without knowing
    how to use it. Why did Marcel not pay more attention to his lessons when he went to
    Beauxbatons? The rest of us have to live without."

    Hazel's heart felt like it was breaking as she listened to the resignation in his
    voice, and she could not help but think how lucky she was to be born a druid instead
    of a wizard. The idea of not being able to do any magic without a wand was bad
    enough, but then to be unable to get one? To have this amazing gift dangled in front
    of her face her entire life but never being able to reach out and grab it? That was
    terrible.

    She sucked in her bottom lip as she thought furiously. She was not proud of it,
    but she had become adept at stealing. It was easy when she could make everybody
    ignore her and when she could pick pockets with a hand that was not really there. She
    had benefited from it immensely. Maybe… maybe it was time those skills were used to
    benefit people besides herself. Her pen scribbled on the pad, and she turned it
    around.

    'Where do you find a wand store?'

    "Eager, are you?" he said with a laugh. "You are not old enough to get a wand. You
    have to be eleven or turning eleven and getting ready to go to school. It will be a
    few years yet. I hope by then we have someone who can take you in so you get to
    use that curious brain of yours. I am sorry if that is a disappointment."

    'Okay. But for the future, where?'

    "Persistent little girl, aren't you?" He shrugged. "Place Cachée would be
    the place to go. That is where all the magical shops are in Paris. I am sure somebody
    can show you the way when you are older, or maybe Lucien can take her there one
    day just to show her around. If she was raised by Moldus, I am sure it would be a
    sight to see."

    Place Cachée. Place Cachée. She focused on the foreign words, trying to burn them
    into her mind. She could head out tonight to Paris and start looking around for such
    a place. Or, she realized, maybe some of those bad jobs Jean Luc said these people
    had were located in this same location.

    It was worth a try.

    "Come along," he told her with a wave, his indulgent smile revealing that he had
    no idea of her intentions. "We are wasting daylight, and we have not even started
    looking. The deer we killed last night are not going to drag themselves to us."

    

    For the second day in a row, Hazel awoke to the sun shining in her face. This
    time, however, it was intentional, and she rubbed the sleep from her eyes and pushed
    herself upright. Her movements were careful because this time she remembered that she
    was lying on a precarious perch. Not a tree limb today, but instead the gently sloped
    roof atop one of the cottages in Jean Luc and Grégorie's commune.

    She needed to wake up before anyone else to be sure that her plan would
    succeed.

    The previous evening, the werewolves who worked had all returned to this little
    village and had been surprised by the mute girl hanging around in their midst. It
    meant a night full of introductions, the majority of which Hazel was not sure she
    would be able to remember. There were too many names, too many questions posed, too
    many little facts given to her, for her possibly to keep straight.

    And yet for all that it was overwhelming, for all that several of them were scared
    to have her around, not a single one had turned her away. Their near-immediate
    acceptance had only strengthened her resolved, and while she might not be able to
    remember all their names and where they were from, she could keep track of their
    numbers.

    Fourteen. Aside from Jean Luc and Marcel, there were fourteen werewolves here who
    had been denied their magic. She could fix that.

    Sounds began coming from the various small houses as the sun fully breached the
    horizon. She waited and waited, and just like the day before, a handful of men and
    women started a tired slog northwards. Breathing out her ignore-me smoke to be on the
    safe side – although with how worn down they all looked, she might be able to follow
    without its help and still remain unseen – she and Morgan slid off the roof to the
    ground and slipped into the trees.

    The walk served to wake the adults up, and she made sure to stay behind and to
    their left as they trudged along a path through the trees. The dirt beneath them was
    packed down hard from the constant passage of feet walking the same route day after
    day, month after month. She danced through the tree line, dodging small shrubs
    lurking in the shade of the larger trees and knotty roots that broke through the
    ground. After fifteen minutes of walking, they reached a small gravel road that cut
    into the forest, coming from she knew not where and returning to the same
    destination. One of the women at the front of the group reached into a small purse
    hanging from her wrist and pulled out something small and slightly shiny.

    It looked like a coin.

    She raised the coin above her head, and Hazel watched with burning curiosity. What
    was it for? Would it create a portal to their destination? Turn into a giant eagle?
    Just instantly teleport them all elsewhere?

    On the other side of the group from her, the road started to stretch. It
    was as if the bend in the road she could see in the distance was moving farther and
    farther away, and as it did a shape started to form, one formed of grey shadows and
    empty. The shape gained substance, and Hazel could only stare as a carriage drawn by
    eight horses sped its way towards the group before slowing down to a stop in front of
    them.

    The werewolves started climbing into the enormous carriage, but Hazel's eyes were
    fixed on the horses. Mostly because they were not horses, or not living ones
    anyway. Instead of skin and fur, they had plates of a bluish metal that flexed and
    shifted in a rhythmic pattern almost as though they were breathing in truth. In the
    gaps between the plates she could see innumerable gears spinning and ticking in an
    intricate dance. As those gears moved, the horses shifted and pawed at the ground in
    a strange synchrony.

    They were undoubtedly not as warm and cuddly as living ponies would be, but there
    was still an elegance to them that was fascinating to watch in action.

    The two clockwork horses in front reared up in unison, as they came down the two
    behind them started rising as well in the exact same manner. The action rippled
    through the team, and the carriage started rolling forwards. Her eyes grew wide as
    she realized she had missed her chance to sneak into the carriage, which left her
    with few options. Before the carriage could move too far, she jumped—

    —onto its roof and pressed herself flat. I really hope this doesn't puff into
    smoke or something and leave me here, she told Morgan.

    The horses and the carriage behind them picked up speed, and soon enough
    everything twisted and warped. Lying on her belly as she was, she thankfully did not
    fall through and land on the ground. Instead she was able to watch with amazement as
    the world around her smeared and swirled just like a painting she had to do in class
    one day after Dudley dumped a cup of water on it. She was hit with a blast of vertigo
    as everything seemed to tilt and then fold onto itself. Before the nausea could get
    too bad, all the tilting and swirling and smearing reversed itself, and the world
    snapped back into place.

    She was no longer in a forest. Instead the carriage was stopped in a large cobbled
    square with streets running outwards at right angles to each other in all four
    directions. At the corners of the square between the streets stood large bronze
    braziers, and while she watched one flared up with bright green flames only to
    disgorge a man in a dark grey robe carrying a briefcase. She looked around, and sure
    enough just about everybody in sight was likewise wearing robes or else tunics over
    either trousers or long skirts. There were a few exceptions, mostly a few teenagers
    she could see here and there wearing normal clothes, but very few indeed.

    People started climbing out of the carriage and walking towards one of the four
    streets. And more people, and more people, far more than this carriage could have
    possibly held even if everyone was sitting in somebody else's lap. Was it like her
    satchel, she wondered as her hand moved to pat the bag in question, lots bigger on
    the inside than on the outside? That certainly would explain what she was seeing, and
    there were maybe a couple of stories she had read where the wizard's home was bigger
    on the inside than it looked on the outside.

    Another brazier flared, and with a quick hop she was beside the green fire and
    behind the woman who stepped down out of the pan onto the stone floor. A long blow to
    wrap herself in her smoke again, and she started walking down one of the streets at
    random and looking around her in amazement. Over there was a store with a tall stack
    of cauldrons flanking both sides of the door. Next to her was a store with jars of
    animal parts floating in oddly colored liquids and barrels. Farther up the street was
    a building whose sign changed colors every second or two next to a building where the
    mannequins in the window turned and posed for the passersby to see the robes they
    wore in the best possible light. In the sky above her flew flocks of owls, all of
    them entering and leaving different shops before flapping away, and at the sight of
    them Morgan squeaked and pressed tightly against her neck for safety.

    What did wizards do with their time, she thought as she started listening to the
    surrounding crowd. Did most of them work, and if so, what jobs did they have? Did
    they push the boundaries of what was possible? Were there magical creatures like
    dragons or demons running around that they spent all day wrangling, and they had
    gotten so good at it that that was the reason nobody who was not magic knew
    about them? Or maybe, now that she was thinking about all the things she had seen in
    the last few months, were they out exploring new realms and alternate realities like
    those where the fae dwelled?

    Several boys ran over to a window, one of them waving to a few others. "Look,
    look! Tinnamack just released a new broom! It's supposed to be faster than anything
    coming out of Britain nowadays!"

    "Two sous per bat spleen?" an older woman yelled from inside a store, her voice
    coming through clearly despite the closed door. "That is highway robbery!"

    "Did you see the new poster of Mathieu la Noir in Musique Magique? He
    makes me want to drink him dry," a teenage girl said to several of her
    friends before all of them burst out giggling.

    "Sulliman needs to learn to wait," one man said to a harried-looking and pimply
    teenage clerk. "I can only brew so much at a time, and he isn't my only
    customer!"

    Hazel's eyes bounced back and forth over everything around her, but the longer she
    walked, the more her smile faded until it was a small, thoughtful frown. This place,
    these wizards, were… not what she expected.

    They had magic. They sequestered themselves from normal people. They had shiny
    cauldrons and strange smells wafting about. And yet despite all that, if she closed
    her eyes, she could all too easily imagine herself back in Bristol during the two
    weeks she spent in that city. The words these wizards used might be different, but
    what they were saying was exactly the same.

    Morgan twittered at her in confusion and concern, and she shook her head. I'm
    fine, just got my hopes up for no reason. I thought these wizards would be like the
    ones from the books I read, where they spent all day doing research or guiding
    hobbits and boy heroes or tricking dragons out of their gold. They aren't. They're
    just regular people like everybody else.

    Let's keep moving. There is all this magic stuff everywhere. It can't be that
    hard to find a wand store where we can do some 'shopping'.

    As the sun rose in the sky, the air grew warmer and warmer. The stones of the
    street became hot to the touch. Finally Hazel could take it no longer and slid down
    one wall to the ground, sweat dripping down her face and the sleeves of the thinnest
    shirt she owned pulled up as far as they could go.

    Today is the worst, she complained to Morgan, who unlike her appeared to
    have no issues with the heat. She suspected it was because nobody would look at him
    oddly for flying around with no clothes on. With how hot it was getting, she was
    sorely tempted to do the same and hope her ignore-me smoke kept people from noticing
    that she was naked.

    Pulling a plastic water bottle out of her satchel, she took several gulps and
    grimaced at how warm it too had gotten. Not that it had been truly cold when she last
    filled the bottle. That was the downside of filling a bottle from a sink rather than
    giving in to temptation and stealing refrigerated bottles of water from stores. This
    way, she only had to steal once.

    She snorted. At the rate she was going, she expected she would not be doing any
    thieving at all. She had wandered around what had to be the entire shopping district,
    ducking in and out of nearly every story, but despite hours of effort she had not
    been able to find one single store that had wands on display. That was the sole
    reason she had come here, to find the wand store and bring some back for the
    werewolves, but she could not find it! It was incredibly frustrating.

    About the only thing as frustrating as that was the one store she could not figure
    out the purpose of. It had been on the end of one of the streets, but its sign was
    blurry in a way that did not clear up no matter how she looked at it or how much she
    blinked, and the door and windows were completely blackened out. When she tried to go
    inside, the door was sealed shut, and despite several tries her skeleton key spell
    could not to unlock it. She had been seriously tempted just to break one of the
    windows and walk in, especially since she still harbored a suspicion that this was
    the wand store she was looking for, but she had no confidence in her smoke's ability
    to hide her if she did that. Nor, honestly, did she think she could get in, make sure
    it sold wands, stuff fourteen wands into her bag, and jump out before somebody caught
    her and cast a spell on her.

    She was too young to go to jail.

    Even the visit to a magical bookstore had been a bust! Out of all the books
    stacked floor to ceiling, there was not a single one she could find that was in
    English. That a bookstore in France would only sell books in French was not a
    complete surprise, of course it wasn't, but that did not mean she was happy about it.
    Trying to translate even one book with just her dictionary would take forever, and
    while she could ask one of the werewolves to read it out loud for her, or even just
    read it to themselves so she could overhear their thoughts, adults always said that
    stealing was wrong. She doubted they would want to be involved in her reading her way
    through the bookstore, especially if they could not benefit from the books because
    they did not have wands with which to cast any spells of their own.

    This bites, she thought with a sigh. But maybe it isn't as bad as it
    could be. Grégorie said I would be going to magic school when I turn eleven, so while
    it's over a year away, that's a year where I can learn whatever I want. I've come a
    long way just in the last six months, and now I have something more than my own
    guesses. I could learn how to make potions from the group and just putter around
    seeing what is here to be seen. It isn't like I have a deadline when I have to have
    learned such-and-such. I can do whatever I like.

    All else fails, I have a year to get really good at reading French so I can
    read these books on my own if I get bored. A frown crossed her face. Or just
    in general. For all I know, if I stay here I'll have to apply to that French school
    Marcel went to, which means I really need to learn
    how to read and write.

    She nodded firmly at that thought. It was not as if she planned to stop learning,
    after all. She would just keep learning what she could. From the way Jean Luc and
    Grégorie had talked about what she had to look forward to as a Née-Moldus, she could
    guess that she was not expected to know much of anything before starting school.
    Whatever she learned in the meantime was a plus, not her catching up.

    Taking another few sips of water, she poured a small amount into her cupped palm
    and held it up so Morgan could drink as well. So we don't have anything to do
    here anymore. I guess we should head back to the forest, shouldn't we? At least it
    won't be as hot over there.

    Morgan looked up from the water and tilted his head. With a chirp, he hopped from
    her arm to her sweaty hair and screeched before flying away. She climbed to her feet
    and started following, and then she caught sight of the store he was flying towards
    and sighed.

    Blast it all, it's like the pet store all over again.

    

    Hazel's feet landed in the soft dirt of the forest, and she stretched with a
    resigned smile on her face. Yes, dear, you were right, she told Morgan, who
    was perched securely on what little cloth now covered her shoulder. I'm not
    listening to you about everything though, so don't let it go to your feathered
    head.

    The flap covering the doorway of one of the cottages flew open, and Jean Luc
    stepped out only for his eyes to immediately fall on her. "There you are! We have
    been looking all over for you all morning! For all we knew, you had been eaten or
    kidnapped or something. You scared Grégorie and me half to death—" He blinked
    when he saw her new outfit. "She for sure was not wearing anything like that
    yesterday. Where did you go?"

    She needed to search in her satchel for her notepad as it had slipped down deeper
    into her pile of stuff, but soon enough she pulled it out. 'I caught a ride to
    Paris. Wanted to see what it was like, and I needed more summery clothes. What do you
    think?' She accentuated the question with a brief twirl.

    When Morgan took off from her disgusting sweaty hair, he had immediately flown
    towards the nearest clothing store. A store that happened to be stocked with light
    clothing appropriate for a French summer. Her jeans and her long-sleeved shirts went
    back into her bag, as did a couple of pairs of white linen trousers, two skirts, and
    several tunic-like tops that had extremely short or no sleeves at all. She
    had wanted to leave it at that, but Morgan refused to leave the store until she took
    the light blue sundress with a yellow ribbon around the waist that he had remained
    stubbornly perched upon, which she was currently wearing much to his delight.

    "What has my life become that a little girl is asking me for fashion
    advice?" Jean Luc covered his face with one hand and dragged it down. "It looks
    fine. Wait," he continued, his hand dropping to show a confused expression, "how did
    you get back here?"

    'Jumped.'

    "That tells me nothing. What do you mean, 'jumped'?"

    She teleported five feet to the side then back to where she had been standing, and
    she pointed at her previous answer.

    "You can teleport." She nodded happily, but he just kept staring at her. "She
    is a little kid. How in the world can she teleport
    already? That is not a skill she should be capable of until she is practically an
    adult!" He took a deep breath. "That's – terrifying – nice, Hazel. Do
    not do that too much. It can be bad for you. How she can do that without leaving
    bits and pieces of herself all over the country, I do not know and do not
    want to know. I just hope she quits. I do not know any
    spells to put her back together if she makes a mistake. And since you are back,
    you can help us with making dinner.

    "Meanwhile, I need a drink."

    

    Hazel really needs to get a book on French soon so I can quit writing
    sentences that are so grammatically incorrect. It makes proofreading just painful.
    (For anyone who doesn't get it, she only has a dictionary so doesn't know how to
    conjugate French verbs. All the verbs she is writing are in their base infinitive,
    "to blank" form. Maybe it just made more sense in my head. *blush*)

    How expensive are wands? Canon is nonsensical or at least inconsistent
    because on the one hand we have Harry buying his wand for 7 galleons and Rowling
    saying that a galleon is worth 5 pounds, so it's only 35 pounds each; on the other
    hand, that was too much for the Weasleys to buy Ron his own wand until they won a
    sweepstakes despite that being literally the most important
    possession a wizard has. Not to mention that with how rarely
    people should need to replace their wands, I highly doubt Ollivander could make a
    living off his business because he would be looking at an income no more than £2.100
    (roughly $4,200) PER YEAR. Even if we assume there are other schools whose students
    also get their wands from Ollivander, it is unlikely that there are another couple of
    thousand students lining up to buy a wand.

    I normally handwave how much a galleon is worth and make it more valuable
    to explain the strange pricing found in canon, but while I was planning this chapter
    another potential explanation came to mind. Considering Harry was chosen by a wand
    that was the brother to Voldemort's and is made of holly, the wood that per
    Pottermore is inclined towards people "engaged in dangerous quests", Ollivander may
    have given him the wand at a significant discount as his version of "It's dangerous
    to go alone. Take this". The 7 galleon cost would therefore be specific to Harry when
    in truth he normally charges much more.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    14. Misadventure
  

  
    WillItWork: Hazel is definitely my favorite character to write
    since I finished the Black Queen saga, and may actually be as fun to write as Jen
    despite them being polar opposites in basically every way. I would actually love to
    throw them into a story together once Hazel gets older (post-Triwizard, maybe?) and
    just watch the fireworks. Or at least watch them become the most dysfunctional buddy
    cop pair ever.

    navatr1x: Per Pottermore at least, werewolves are almost always
    wizards/witches because Muggles don't survive the initial mauling. Considering in
    canon wizards have a game than includes self-directed cannonballs flying around and
    don't get pulped, I'm willing to go with that explanation. That means the reason Jean
    Luc's people can't get jobs in the non-magical world has nothing to do with
    discrimination or magical laws but because they are wizards born in the Wizarding
    World and consequently do not have Muggle documentation. Like, say, birth
    certificates or school records. If they tried to get Muggle jobs, they would be seen
    as undocumented aliens, which severely limits what jobs are open to them.

    Bountyhunter1977: Hazel wouldn't find any French books about the
    Girl-Who-Lived. Mostly because the French don't care. Unlike Grindelwald, Voldemort
    was a purely British problem; he was leading one side of a civil war, not
    trying to conquer all of Europe. Are there French wizards who know about her? Sure,
    most of them British ex-pats or those involved with the ICW who were worried about
    him breaking the Statute of Secrecy. But the average wizard on the street in France
    or Spain or anywhere else in Europe? "Hazel Potter" means nothing to them.

    

    Chapter 14
Misadventure

    Hazel slept in for a short time the following day, opening her eyes only after the
    sun had fully risen and all the adults who worked for a living were already gone. She
    rose from the cot she had been loaned by Simone, one of the younger women of the
    commune. Talking with Simone the previous night, she had learned that apparently
    another woman had lived in this cottage with her, but something had happened and that
    woman left the commune to join another group of werewolves. It left her with extra
    space and a spare bed, which Hazel appreciated.

    Stretching for several seconds, she blinked blearily before her plans for today
    pushed their way into the front of her brain and a wide smile broke out on her face.
    That was right, they were going to teach her how to make magic potions! She jumped
    out of bed and hastily pulled some of her new clothes out of her satchel and changed.
    Waves of blue magic cleaned the shirt and soft cotton pajama pants she had worn to
    sleep in, then they were stuffed into the bag. Pulling the curtain over the doorway
    aside, she stepped outside and breathed in the cool air of the morning.

    Few werewolves in the commune ate breakfast, and after the big dinner she had
    partaken in the night before, she could understand why. She therefore made her way
    out of the cottage and around one of the dead and cold fire pits, nearly skipping as
    she did, on her way to a ring of tables and fires and big copper pots off to one side
    of the clearing. This, she had been told, was where the three younger werewolves had
    their classes, and today she was going to join them. Not all lessons were like the
    one today; some were instead about reading and maths, and those lessons she planned
    on skipping. But lessons about magic she was definitely going to be present for.

    She waved to the other people who were already gathered there. Of the now-four
    kids here, she was actually not the youngest. The oldest was a fifteen-year-old boy
    with dark hair and eyes and deeply tanned skin named Claude. Next came
    twelve-year-old Chantal, all blonde and pale skin to set herself apart from Claude.
    Serge was the last of the three and younger even than her at seven. Standing next to
    the ring of tables and impromptu cauldrons were two women, one who looked middle-aged
    with prematurely greying hair and the other younger with a bright smile. Elise and
    Amorette, or at least she thought that was the younger woman's name.

    "Good morning, 'Azel!" Amorette said.

    Unlike Jean Luc or Grégorie, Hazel had noticed that most of the werewolves here
    had trouble with the first part of her name. It was something about how French worked
    that Jean Luc had tried to explain but just made her more confused. She had instead
    decided just to accept that they were going to call her 'Azel' for the entirety of
    her time here and roll with it. She pulled out two notebooks, the first with lines on
    the pages meant for actually taking notes and the other without lines which she used
    for communication. Writing on the latter for a minute with a few checks of her
    dictionary, she finally held it up for the adults to see. 'Good morning. When do
    we start?'

    "Eager, are you?" asked Elise. Hazel gave her a nod, to which the woman laughed.
    "Good. I am glad one of the young ones is
    interested. Amorette will work with you and Serge today. Chantal, I'll be
    teaching you myself and keeping you from staring at Claude the whole time. How he
    has not noticed your crush, I will never understand. Claude…" She sighed and
    shook her head. "I honestly do not know why you keep turning the tanning solution to
    sludge, but work on it again, and please get it right this time. We still have
    some left, but it will only last another month or two."

    Hazel had to work to keep her scowl to herself. The first day she was here, when
    she had gone walking and talking with Grégorie, they found two dead deer and brought
    them back to butcher. That part had been gross enough, but it paled in comparison to
    the smell that came out of a jar of nasty yellow-brown paste he had pulled off a
    shelf. Even after he had finished coating the hides in and they walked away from his
    tannery shack, the smell still lingered in her nose for hours.

    She could understand how useful it was to have a potion that turned animal skins
    into leather, but did it have to be so foul?!

    "Okay, you two," Amorette said as she motioned for Hazel and Serge to sit at one
    of the tables. "Both of you are young still, too young to be brewing on your
    own, so we are going to work together to make a simple potion to get rid of
    sunburns and blisters and things, okay?"

    "Don't wanna," Serge said with a pout, his arms crossed over his chest. "You
    are not my mommy. I do not have to do anything you tell me to do."

    Amorette's smile turned stiff. Jean Luc had tried to tell Hazel only part of
    Serge's story the night before, but his thoughts revealed far more. Serge was new to
    being a werewolf, having been bitten just a few months ago. His parents immediately
    took him to Paris, not for help but in essence to dump him into the government's arms
    and run off. The government in turn brought him here to the commune so Jean Luc could
    take care of him. Serge had not accepted that and made it clear in both thought and
    spoken word that he firmly believed his parents would come back for him, despite
    everybody in the commune trying to explain to him that this was his home now.

    Before Amorette could say anything, Hazel was writing. 'I want to
    learn.'

    "At least somebody is adjusting. Okay, 'Azel. Serge, you can watch and
    join in when you feel ready, alright? Not like most seven-year-olds are learning
    to make potions anyway. First, let us talk about the ingredients we have. Burn
    Balm does not have any animal parts in it, just plants, and the first one…"

    Amorette spent several minutes talking about all the herbs and plants on the table
    between them, then she showed Hazel how to carefully cut the leaves and stems and
    roots and explained what she meant when she said one had to be diced and another
    minced. It did not take long before almost the entirety of one lined page was covered
    in notes, and then it was time to start the real brewing process.

    "Azel, I want you to start stirring the pot, and then I will add the ingredients
    in the order we talked about. Some potions need to be stirred in one direction or
    another, but for this one it does not matter."

    Hearing that, she could not help but frown. Sure, she got to chop the ingredients
    up, and stirring was important, but there had to be more she could do than just stir.
    She could stir with just one hand, right? That would let her use her other hand to
    scoop up the stuff that was within arm's reach.

    Or…

    She looked down at her left hand and curled her fingers into a fist one by one,
    starting with her pinky and ending with her thumb. When she opened all her fingers
    together, a transparent copy of her hand formed in the air in front of her. A
    sweeping gesture, and her ghost hand wrapped around the long-handled spoon in the
    cauldron. She moved her real hand in a circle in front of her, and the spoon started
    turning in a nice wide circle to match. There! Now she could leave the cauldron,
    though she would still only have her right hand to work with. Her left would have to
    keep moving if she wanted the spoon to stir.

    "I thought I asked you… to… How are you doing that?"

    Tilting her head, she looked back and forth at her fleshy hand and her ghost hand.
    She had always used one of her hands to guide her magic, but as she kept moving her
    hand around and around and around in the same circle, she had to wonder. Could she
    maybe keep the ghost hand moving without her real hand doing anything? Especially
    something this simple and repetitive. It was just a circle.

    Her eyes fluttered closed as she focused all her attention on how the motions of
    her hand felt. How the skin slid back and forth. How the bones in her wrist shifted
    against one another. How the muscles of her forearm pulled tight and relaxed. All the
    sensations repeated themselves again and again. She kept those feelings at the front
    of her mind and brought her hand to a stop.

    When she opened her eyes, her ghost hand and the spoon were still moving.

    A wide smile broke out, and she turned to Amorette and stuck both her thumbs up.
    Her excitement and enthusiasm faded when she saw the woman staring at her in shock.
    As was Elise. As were Chantal and Claude. She looked to the side to see that Serge
    was not, but that might have had more to do with the fact that he had turned around
    to sit with his back to the rest of them.

    'What?', she wrote.

    "Where… Who taught you how to do that?" Elise finally asked in a shaky voice.
    "That… should be impossible."

    'Nobody. I teach myself.' They kept staring at her, so she continued,
    'I teach myself all my magic. Not hard.'

    "You taught yourself? You are eight years old. How could you have taught yourself
    any of this?!"

    'Not 8. Almost 10.'

    Amorette perked up when she read Hazel's response. "Almost ten? I wonder when
    her birthday is."

    "Not that point!" Elise brought her hands up to her face and shook her head.
    "What am I supposed to do about this? Just keep working on your potion with
    Amorette because that is something makes sense. That is normal. Nine-year-old
    girls who can cast spells effortlessly without a wand are not.

    "I need to ask Jean Luc about this. Maybe he had read something that will
    explain something about how this is happening."

    

    The ground beneath Hazel swept past with frightening speed as the train chugged
    its way west. Unlike her last train ride, she was not riding on the tongue between
    two cars. Instead she sat on top of the last car with her eyes closed, just enjoying
    the wind rushing past her. Navigating the train station in Paris had been an exercise
    in frustration, but catching a train for a couple of hours sure beat walking for a
    week and a half.

    After spending time in the commune, she had returned to Bristol for a couple of
    days to do some research. Part of that was looking for a textbook on French, from
    which she discovered that she was in fact doing French verbs all wrong. Why they
    needed to make their language so complicated she did not understand, but that sadly
    was just the way it was. Now she had to memorize tables of endings to tack onto the
    words.

    …Surely it would not be too confusing for her to keep using the base form
    and let other people figure out what she was trying to say. Right?

    The other topic she wanted to do research on was more in the vein of history.
    Perhaps it was because she was looking in a British library, but she had much more
    trouble finding any mention of locations in France that held the kind of folklore
    significance or magical history that she had found so readily for the isles of her
    birth. With that search at a dead end, she instead started looking into what few
    figures from French history she knew about.

    When she asked Jean Luc, he could not tell her much about Joan of Arc other than
    that he did not believe she was a witch, and the books she read agreed with that. One
    of her compatriots, however, was a very different story. Gilles de Rais was an
    officer in the French army, and after France was liberated from the English he
    retired to his estate to experiment with diabolism, trying to summon literal
    demons for reasons that even after a lot of reading she could not figure
    out. He was eventually arrested for murdering more than a hundred kids to serve as
    the sacrifices in his rituals, and after his trial he was put to death.

    She did not care so much about his execution, but his experiments opened up all
    sorts of questions. Where was he trying to summon things from, for instance.
    Was there really a place called Hell with demons and dead people, or was he trying to
    create a portal to an Otherworld like the one she saw at Elva Hill? Did making such a
    tear really require death and sacrifices? Her research on druids a few months back
    had mentioned that they might have practiced human sacrifices, and the sealed gate to
    the Greenwild beneath Glastonbury Tor talked about closing it with 'salt and blood
    and iron'. Maybe that had been a fancy way of saying the person who did that
    did sacrifice somebody?

    She did not know, but she could not help wanting to find out. Further digging
    revealed that de Rais's castle was located in a small town named Machecoul. That
    coincidentally was also where this train was headed.

    The train started to slow as it turned a corner, and with a small jump Hazel and
    Morgan were off the car and standing in grass several dozen yards from the train
    tracks. Her plan was simple. From what she read, de Rais had never succeeded in his
    summonings, or at least never felt like he had succeeded, so the chances of
    running into a monster should be low. She was not going to take any chances though.
    If she so much as saw something scary, she was getting out of there right quick.

    Buildings were visible in the near distance, and she started walking that
    direction. As she did, another thought niggled at her, one she had done her best to
    ignore. She had not necessarily told anyone in the commune that she was planning on
    leaving or when she would come back. She told herself it was because she did not need
    to. Like she had told Jean Luc when she first met him, she was a wanderer. She had
    places to explore.

    But part of her could not forget the shock Elise and Amorette looked at her with.
    It was not hate, not the way Uncle Vernon and Aunt Petunia routinely looked at her,
    but there was still an element of fear. She just did not know why! Yes, she
    understood that wizards needed wands to do magic – although the werewolves seemed to
    do just fine with potions, so she did not understand why that was an exception – but
    all she was doing was moving something. It was literally the third magic spell she
    had taught herself to do.

    That should not be a reason for them to be afraid. She had not done anything scary
    or special.

    Hazel sniffed and rubbed her nose, doing her best not to think about what that
    meant for the future. Was this fear something she would have to deal with forever?
    Unless she found other druids, if she only ever dealt with wizards, would they always
    look at her as if her kind of magic was unnatural? She had set out from Privet Drive
    to learn about magic and find more people like her, but despite finding an entire
    society of magic-users it almost felt like she was more alone now than ever.

    Machecoul was a small town, more a village than anything else, and it did not take
    long for her feet to carry her to a set of towers standing above a pile of crumbling
    ruins and brickwork. A few other people were wandering around them as well, taking
    photographs and being tourists just like she was. The more she watched, though, the
    more something very odd stood out. People were taking pictures of one of the towers
    and the surrounding walls, but everybody was ignoring the other tower. Not a single
    person even looked at it.

    The other tower which had multiple chains wrapped around it.

    She stepped into the ruins proper and walked over to the ignored tower. From the
    corner of her eye she could see a few people look at her, but as soon as she crossed
    some invisible threshold they immediately looked away.

    They aren't ignoring me or it, she realized. They legitimately can't
    see us.

    Now that she was closer, she could get a better look at the chains. That took away
    any possibility that this was not magical. The chains were made from a dark metal
    with veins of gold running through each link. Nails, thick as one of her fingers but
    rusted, were punched through the stone walls at regular intervals to hold the chains
    to the tower. Hanging from the links set between the nails were small golden
    rectangles, and when she crouched down to examine one she could see that strange
    shapes and symbols had been carved into the plate all the way through to the other
    side.

    Well, well, well. de Rais must have succeeded at
    something, or there would be no reason for the wizards
    to hide it like this. She stood up straight. The only question is
    what.

    She reached up to touch the stone walls only for Morgan to squawk and take off
    from her shoulder. He flew away from the tower and landed on the lip of a window set
    into the chunk of wall perhaps thirty feet away from her. What has gotten into
    you, she demanded with one hand propped on her hip. It's just a building.
    You've been in plenty of them before.

    Morgan sang to her, his song full of terror, and she sighed. Fine. Stay out
    here. Don't run off. I'll be back in a couple of minutes.

    There was only door in or out of the tower, and Hazel squeezed herself through the
    lengths of chain that crossed the entrance way. To her left, a set of stairs curled
    upwards to the second story she had been able to see from the outside, but while the
    castle had once been taller that was as high as it went now. To her right, more
    stairs but going downwards into the earth.

    There was only one real option. To the right she turned, following the stairs as
    they descended into a basement. Reaching into her satchel, she pulled out her torch
    and clicked it on before her steps resumed. The room she stood in now was tall – or
    deep, rather – with sconces on the walls for torches or candles to be fitted into. A
    desk stood on the floor pushed up against the wall, old wax frozen forever as it
    dripped off the edges. From higher up on the stairs she had been able to see smudges
    on the floor, but once she reached the landing they were harder to make out from the
    dark stone. This was not even the lowest level, for a few feet away the stairs began
    again and descended ever farther.

    She stepped lightly as she crossed the floor, staying well away rom the places
    where she remembered seeing the smudged stains. She did not see any evidence of a
    demon or a monster lurking around, and stepping on the smudges probably would not
    draw one out. Still better safe than sorry.

    The desk, now that she was next to it, looked in far worse shape than it had when
    she stood on the stairs. It also was less a desk and more just a table with a thick
    top. There were no drawers or anything to store pens or ink or books, and she could
    only assume de Rais and his assistants had brought books and things down to the
    basement and took them back upstairs when they were done. Even down here, however,
    the desk could not withstand the ravages of centuries. There were several places that
    the wood had started to rot, and as her light played over the front she could see how
    what was not rotting had nonetheless twisted and warped. She was scared to touch it
    or even to breathe too hard on it. It looked like it could fall apart at any
    moment.

    Retracing her steps, she made her way back to the stairs and peered down. So far
    she had found nothing of note, certainly nothing worth chaining the building itself
    up. There had to be some reason for it, though, and it was nothing up here.

    The stones of the stairs leading to the second basement felt less even than those
    above, as if the pressure of the dirt pushing against the walls was making the steps
    buckle. The deeper she went, the more obvious it became until the last few steps
    leading to the lowest floor had a difference of easily half an inch or more. The
    floor itself was hard beneath her feet, but the stone that made it up was buried
    under a thick layer of dirt and grime. The light of her torch swept across the room
    and froze in place when it landed on two boys standing in the middle of the room.

    They were relatively short, only half a head taller than her if she had to guess,
    and both wore brightly colored trousers – one blue, one yellow – beneath white
    long-sleeved shirts that reached halfway to their knees. One was blond, the other
    brunette, both were barefoot, and they were facing away from her staring at the
    opposite wall. Even with the light at their backs and clearly shining past them, they
    did not turn to face her.

    Swallowing thickly, Hazel was not sure whether to thank or curse her inability to
    speak. They were not reacting to the light, but would they react to spoken words?
    Most likely. Almost certainly. Whether that would be for good or ill, though, that
    was the question.

    She took a small step forwards. Then another. And a third. Despite her approach,
    the two boys still did not move.

    Something crunched beneath her shoes, and she aimed the light down to see what it
    was. Her eyes landed on bones, lots and lots of tiny bones that looked like they must
    have come from mice or some other critter of similar size. Her heart started beating
    faster as she realized where she was not shining the light, and her torch
    darted back up.

    The boys were still, and she let out a quiet sigh only for them to choose that
    moment to start turning around. Their movements were an eerie synchrony, spinning at
    the same speed but in opposite directions so their backs were to each other before
    they faced her fully. The strange shirts they wore were covered with reddish brown
    stains, long-dried blood that had poured out of numerous holes stabbed into their
    chests. One, now that she was seeing them fully, was even missing a hand, the stump
    of his arm roughly hacked away with shards of bone and strings of muscle dangling
    from the torn flesh.

    They cocked their heads in unison, their blank doll's eyes staring at her. "Warm?"
    they asked in lilting voices.

    That question sent a bolt of fear shivering down her spine. She waved the hand not
    holding the torch in a warding gesture. Nope. Not warm. Not warm at all. Cold as
    ice, I am.

    Twin grins appeared on their faces. Not happy grins, nor sad ones. Grins that made
    her just that much more frightened. "Warm," they repeated. Their hands rose, fingers
    curling and uncurling as though they were trying to grab something just in front of
    them, and they started walking towards her.

    Oh no. That isn't happening. Picturing the outside of the tower, Hazel
    jumped—

    —and her feet landed right back on the grimy floor in the tower. The hand holding
    the torch started trembling, but she took a quick breath and steeled her will. This
    was going to work. It had to! She jumped again, but once again she did not go
    anywhere.

    "Warm," the boys said. Behind them, to the sides, even from below, bodies slipped
    through the walls as if solid stone was nothing but mist and shadow to them. Where
    once there were just two, now there were two dozen or more, all of them with hands
    outstretched and eyes locked on her. A few were girls, scattered here and there, but
    the vast majority of them were boys.

    "Warm," the new figures said.

    Hazel stumbled backwards, her feet crunching more bones beneath her weight. If she
    could not teleport away, that only left one other option.

    As if sensing her intentions, the grins on the dead children turned into scowls.
    "Warm. Warm. Warm." Their eyes sank into their heads, leaving empty sockets
    behind, and their bottom jaws dropped to midway down their chests to display mouths
    full of half-foot-long needle-like teeth. The wailing scream that came from them
    turned her blood to ice. "WaaAaRRrMm!"

    She turned tail and ran.

    Up ten stairs she fled before she stumbled to a stop. Ahead of her, more of these
    horrific ghosts slid out of the walls and climbed out from beneath the stairs, their
    mouths already distorted and their missing eyes nonetheless locked on her. Looking
    behind, the rest of the ghosts were pushing their way up the staircase. She pressed
    her back to the wall as they continued their pursuit, left with nowhere else to
    go.

    "WaRm. WarM. WARM."

    Hands grabbed her wrists and her arms and her shoulders and her legs and her
    ankles and around her neck. She opened her mouth in a silent scream. This was not
    right! No! I don't want to die here! Leave me alone! Go
    away!

    The dozen hands holding her suddenly let her free, and her eyes shot open even
    though she could not remember squeezing them shut. Her head whipped back and forth.
    All around her, the walking dead had turned around and were descending the stairs or
    slipping back into the walls. They were leaving.

    Why?

    Stupid question, Hazel, she all but yelled at herself. She did not have
    time to ask why they had changed their minds about eating her. All she had time for
    was to get out of this place. As soon as the stairs above her were clear, she started
    running towards the sanctuary offered at the top of the staircase.

    The sound of her footsteps was enough to break whatever spell she had somehow laid
    over the ghosts, and behind and below her the wailing resumed.

    Something caught her left foot, and she fell forwards and landed heavily on the
    hard stone steps. The impact knocked the breath out of her. Gasping, she looked with
    fearful eyes at her foot and the hand and head that had slipped out of the wall to
    grab it. The ghost opened its mouth wider than before, a lightless void all she could
    see deep within its throat. Her other foot kicked out and hit it in the nose, and it
    shrieked more in shock than in pain. It was still enough for it to let go of her, and
    this time she did not waste time wondering. She scrambled up the remaining stairs on
    all fours like an animal until she reached the landing to the first basement. Despite
    the temptation to look behind to see if they were still following her, she kept her
    eyes forward and her feet pounding the stone as she kept running up and up and
    up.

    The daylight streaming in through the open doorway was the most beautiful thing
    Hazel had ever seen, and she dived onto the stone floor and rolled underneath the
    lowest chain until she lay fully on the grass and dirt outside. From her position on
    her back, she could turn her head and peer back into the tower. Four twisted human
    heads were raised above the surface of the floor, and they stared at her in rage and
    hate and hunger before sinking back down out of sight.

    Her head fell fully onto the ground, her breath the quick panting of relief.
    Fluttering wings next to her caught her attention. Her hand reached up to stroke
    Morgan's breast feathers. Clearly you're the brains of this operation. I
    should not have gone down there.

    Morgan shot her a glare and pecked her finger harder than he normally did.

    Yes, yes, I learned my lesson. Stay away from places associated with human
    sacrifice and demon summoning. She pushed herself to her feet and looked around.
    What I'm more worried about right now is that something's wrong with my jumping
    and I don't know what. I couldn't get out of there. Morgan cocked his head at
    her, and she pointedly looked at the grass five feet away from her. A jump upwards to
    give him a demonstration—

    —and she landed on the other side of the doorway, exactly where she had been
    looking.

    …Huh.

    She looked down at her feet, lifting her shoes to check the bottoms of them. Had
    she just been stuck in the ground at the lowest basement? That did not make any
    sense. She had jumped into and out of soft ground multiple times before now. Two more
    jumps, both short distances before returning to where she first stood, confirmed that
    her teleportation was intact again.

    Her eyes fell upon the chains and the metal plates hanging from them, and she
    frowned. Maybe it was not a problem with her jumping. Maybe the problem had nothing
    to do with her in the first place. Maybe it had everything to do with whatever spells
    were worked into the bindings.

    Those chains aren't just to keep normal people from noticing the tower,
    she told Morgan. They look like they also keep those ghosts inside. It isn't
    impossible that they intentionally wanted to keep anyone – or
    anything – from teleporting out, especially if
    they were worried the spirits might be able to do just that. Whatever they meant to
    do, it seems to be working just fine.

    She scooped her friend up and put him back on her shoulder. Do you think there
    are other places like this in the world?

    He twittered at her, and she nodded. He had a point. Even if there were, after
    this? She really should not go looking for them.

    

    Happy Halloween, everybody. ;-)

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    15. Lessons
  

  
    Mystery Melmoth: Keep in mind that Hazel went into a creepy tower
    with the idea that if she ran into anything dangerous, she was going to teleport out
    of the danger zone. That worked for the red cap AND when she first met the werewolves
    under the full moon. This is the first time anything (ANYTHING!) has interfered with
    her teleportation. She didn't know that was possible, so of course she couldn't take
    it into account. Going into a dangerous place with a concrete escape plan that has
    yet to fail her is far less "borderline retarded" than you make it out to be.

    Mr. Heller: Wandless magic isn't common; in fact I would say it
    is outright rare. It is only mentioned a few times in canon, and while per Pottermore
    (which I do not consider canon, though I will lift stuff from it here and there when
    I want just like I will from fanon) goes into the slightest bit more detail, that
    site says that only Ilvermorny in the US and the African magical school teach
    wandless magic. Wizards in Europe, Asia, Australia, and apparently even South America
    all use wands. The average wizard in Europe therefore would not know much detail
    about these other places, and those are the wizards who have actually gone to school.
    The werewolves have not, hence their reaction to finding a girl who does things that
    are according to common knowledge "impossible".

    SentinalSlice: Hazel thinks magic is genetic because she knows
    she and her mother could both do it, plus what the werewolves told her about
    Muggleborns. She doesn't know enough about magical traditions to know if wizardry and
    druidism are just different applications of magic and spellcasting or separate things
    in truth. Strictly speaking, neither do YOU. :D

    "Exactly what were those ghosts?!": The spirits (technically a
    singular chthonic spirit) weren't anything in canon. The kinds of spirits attracted
    to/created by the ritualist murder of over a hundred children don't tend to be
    FRIENDLY ones. I wouldn't say that it is evil, per se, but only in the sense that a
    spider hunting insects isn't evil.

    It's also worth noting that canon never exactly dealt a whole lot with spirits in
    the first place. When my muse decided to throw those into the mix, I knew I was going
    to be creating a lot of new things with little guidance but folklore, so be prepared
    for that.

    I'm going to experiment a bit with the formatting since I currently use
    italics for EVERYTHING. We'll see how it goes.

    

    Chapter 15

    Lessons

    The sun had set and stars had taken its place hours ago, but still Hazel sat on
    the roof of Simone's cottage and looked up to the sky as though it might hold answers
    for her. As the initial terror of her encounter that afternoon with a bunch of hungry
    ghosts slowed to a simmer, other concerns had raised their heads. This was the first
    time she had been trapped in a dangerous situation since she escaped Privet Drive,
    but it was not the first dangerous situation she had ever been in.

    The red cap. Running into transformed werewolves. The magical police back at the
    library in Greater Whinging, in a manner of speaking. Even the very existence of open
    doorways to Otherworlds. Magic made scary things real. If she was really going to
    spend her time around folklore come to life, she needed to be able to do more than
    run away.

    She needed to be able to defend herself.

    The idea itself was just one of the problems facing her. Back when she had to go
    to school, Dudley and his cronies had always been the aggressors. They always got
    away with it, and she had only made the mistake of lashing back one single time. The
    punishment she received when she returned to her aunt and uncle had been enough to
    teach her that fighting back was never the way to go. She was much better served by
    running away and hiding. It was why she had fallen back on her jumping as her first
    means of dealing with danger, she realized now, and why the idea of using magic to
    hit back had never crossed her mind until jumping just was not an option. Overcoming
    that mindset would be a challenge all its own.

    She lifted her hand and turned it over, holding the empty air as though she would
    a cup. How was she supposed to do that, even? She had tried to start fire to keep
    herself warm the night she left Greater Whinging, technically the very start of her
    grand journey. Tried and failed. Somehow, she doubted conjuring a fireball would be
    any easier. What other ways did she have to fight off something intent on attacking
    her? Her mind spun fanciful ideas one after another, ranging from streams of fire and
    ice to beams of bright green light to snapping her fingers and blowing up whatever
    would hunt her. The longer she thought, the more impossible dreams came to her, but
    eventually she breathed out and let her hand drop.

    Some of her ideas would be great... if they were possible. They just weren't. On a
    lark, she decided she might as well try out something basic. Closing her eyes, she
    shoved her worries away to the back of her mind where they could bother her later and
    focused on the memory of heat in her hand from holding the head of her torch or
    stretching her hand out towards a fire. Of how the heat reaching into her palm danced
    on the edges but never overtook the cold of the back of that hand. The smell of wood
    smoke, the crackling of the flames.

    She imagined how it would look, a thin layer of fire licking upwards from her
    cupped palm, and Hazel breathed out low and long before opening her eyes.

    Her hand was still empty.

    With a snort she let her arm fall back to the thatched roof. So much for that
    idea. There had to be something she could do. For a long minute she
    considered the pros and cons of returning to the shopping center in Paris and
    stealing some books from the bookstore. Surely wizards had to have some way to defend
    themselves! It would take her hours and hours to translate all the titles of the
    books to find the few she needed, and longer still to read the book itself, but would
    it take her less time to figure out how to do this on her own?

    Oh, wait. Yes it would, because she had no wand to cast their spells. At most she
    would have more ideas to use, except she already had plenty of ideas all on her own.
    She let out a softly growling sigh and covered her eyes with one arm. So much for
    that plan.

    Rather than jumping down and returning to her cot, she stayed where she was. Her
    sleep was, unsurprisingly, fitful and restless. The rising of the rest of the commune
    woke her, and she gave them tired waves as they made her way to their various jobs.
    It would be a couple of hours probably until Elise and the other would start the
    lessons, and there was no guarantee that it would be potions again today. If it were
    not, if it were grammar or maths or something, she had even more of the day with
    which to do she knew not what. More time to not figure this out, she thought
    with a small scowl.

    Another rustle and this time it was Jean Luc who came out. His presence inside the
    camp was normal; the slim stick in his hand, however, was decidedly not. She tilted
    her head and watched him for a moment, then she rolled over—

    —and stood up from the ground. Morgan squawked faintly and took off from the top
    of the cottage where he slept while she was busy thinking, but she was already
    walking over closer to Jean Luc and pulling out her unlined notebook. 'What you
    do?' she wrote.

    "Laundry day," he replied, jabbing his wand towards the baskets of dirty clothes
    that she had vaguely noticed a few people bringing out of their respective cottages
    before leaving the compound. "Years ago we realized it is easier for those of us with
    wands, all two of us, to wash all the clothes with magic than for everyone
    to wash their own. Magic does make mundane tasks like this much easier." Waving his
    wand in a complicated swirl at one of the baskets, he said in a deeper and slower
    voice than he normally used, "Locularici."

    One of the shirts lifted out of the basket and deposited itself on the line
    stretched between two trees. He moved his wand in a totally different pattern and
    this time said, "Mudafini," and this time the colors of the
    shirt brightened and the dirt ground into the elbows vanished. Repeating the first
    spell's incantation, he moved the shirt into a wooden chest behind him.

    Spreading his arms, he shrugged. "And it's that simple. Marcel and I try to clean
    an entire basket of clothes at the same time, then we clean out the basket itself and
    put the clothes back in it. Move on to the next, and that will be the morning
    gone."

    'Can I help?' she wrote. This looked near identical to what she had been
    doing to her own clothes for the last several months.

    "I don't know if you would be able to... Oh. Right." He rubbed
    his chin. "This is the same girl who can teleport years before she should.
    You can give it a try if you wish. Do you need anything... special to learn how to do
    it?" he asked with a frown.

    Hazel shook her head. This? This would be easy. Clenching her fingers one at a
    time and relaxing them all, she reached out with her ghost hand and pulled out a pair
    of trousers. Rather than bother with hanging them, she just floated them over to
    herself and grabbed part of the fabric. With but a thought waves of a blue glow
    spread over the trousers like ripples over still water. Dirt and grime fell away, and
    in no more time than Jean Luc's own spell, they were as clean as they had been before
    being worn. A whirl over her head tossed them into the same chest, and she looked
    over her shoulder to give him a knowing expression.

    "Yes, that will do," he said after a moment. "If nothing else, it should make
    the job faster with three of us splitting the work instead of two. There's
    another box behind my cabin that Marcel normally uses. Feel free to use that until he
    finally wakes up and joins us."

    A few minutes later, Marcel did exactly that and stared in disbelief at seeing her
    float the clothes over to her and then into the box once cleaned. It was not a
    competition, she knew, but she still noticed and took a little pride in the fact that
    she was moving faster through her clothes than Jean Luc was. Most of that was because
    whereas she could keep the clothes floating in front of her to clean them, he had to
    hang them up on the line. Before Marcel could walk away, she pulled out her notebook
    where she had written a question for him. 'Can wizards only cast one spell at a
    time?'

    "Uh..." He blinked and shook his head. "Why would she even ask that? Yes?
    I think some people – a very very small number – when they get really good
    at a couple of spells, can cast them and hold them while casting another spell.
    They're in the minority, though, and Madam Croyanz said that was a sign of an
    incredibly strong wizard." His eyes strayed to the chest of clothes behind her.
    "Which... Huh."

    With only two boxes between the three of them, Marcel joined her and started
    working on the same basket of clothes. They worked in silence for several minutes
    before a question crossed Hazel's mind. Hadn't Grégoire said that Marcel went to the
    French magic school for a while? Scribbling her question down quickly, she clapped
    twice and held up the notebook when Marcel looked her way. 'What spells do
    wizards use to protect themselves?'

    "Protect themselves?" he asked with eyes full of rising fear. "...From what?
    Is she talking about us? Does she think she's in danger here?"

    Her own gaze was long and sad. Jean Luc, Grégoire, Marcel. All of them were afraid
    that she was afraid. Was the fear of werewolves really that widespread that they
    always worried her own distrust was buried just beneath the surface?

    In truth, the world would be better if everyone could hear thoughts just as she
    could. At least then it would get rid of misconceptions.

    Still, she shook her head. 'Dangerous spirits and fairies. Like red caps and
    trolls and things. Or,' she added after some further thought, 'from other
    wizards.'

    Marcel blew out a small sigh of relief. "She isn't talking about us. Thank
    goodness. Beauxbatons had a dueling class, but it was restricted to students
    fifteen years old or older. I wasn't old enough to join when I was
    expelled... when I left." He cleared his throat. "We started learning how to
    defend ourselves from dark creatures in our second year, and before that a lot of us
    learned spells from the older students that we could use to play pranks on each
    other. Silly little stuff like turning people's hair odd colors or putting them into
    dresses. I think some of the older years liked turning people's ears in cacti or
    giving their enemies duck bills, but that wasn't something I ever learned how to
    do."

    She wrinkled her nose at that comment. Pranks had never been her thing at school;
    in her experience, 'prank' was an excuse for Dudley to ruin her day. Maybe it would
    be better if it were something easily fixed with magic, or if it was from somebody
    she liked? She did not know, nor did she think turning the ghosts' ears into cacti
    would keep them from trying to eat her. 'How much real fight magic you
    know?'

    He coughed. "Not much. We didn't have a very good teacher for our Defensive Magic
    class. There might have been more in our third year, but I didn't exactly get to
    see for myself... Anyway."

    She nodded and directed her attention back to the clothes for a brief moment
    before yet another question hit her fingers. It was not as if she was having any
    great success with her own efforts to create a fighting spell, so maybe she should
    not dismiss their advice too quickly. 'What books you use?'

    "How should I know; that was years ago! I don't remember," he told her in
    a tight voice. "I'd have to look at my old school things, and I really don't want
    to do that right now. I have a question for you, though." She gave him a slow
    nod, and he continued, "Do you have a way to talk faster than writing them down on a
    piece of paper?"

    This time her response was a sad shake of her head. It was not as if she did not
    want to talk! This was just as fast as she could go. No one had ever criticized it
    for being too slow before, but she supposed this was also the first time she had so
    many people who were willing to listen to what she had to say.

    "Would you like to learn one?"

    Hazel had not noticed her head drooping, but she certainly felt it pop back up to
    stare at him. He had a faster way of communicating?!

    Marcel pulled out his wand with a flourish. "Let's see if she can figure this
    out. Sure, she can move and clean things, but that could all be done with accidental
    magic. Maybe that's all this is, half-accidental. I doubt she can actually
    learn to do something new. If nothing else, it should
    keep her too busy to ask a million questions for a couple of days or however long it
    takes her to get tired of trying. The incantation is
    Feucriptur, without a wand motion. And the way you use it
    is..." He made a loop-de-loop in the air, and a stream of reddish fire followed the
    tip of the wand. The wand lowered, but the fire stayed in place for a few seconds
    before fading away. "You still have to write, maybe should have made that
    clearer, but you won't need to keep track of a pad or a pen. Should save you
    some time, no?"

    Bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet, Hazel gave him a wide smile and a
    clap of her hands. Sure, he did not think she could do this, and maybe not without
    reason. She had never knowingly turned a wizard spell into a spell that she could do.
    On the other hand, this would save her some time here and there. Maybe not all that
    much individually, but considering all her communication had to be done through
    writing, even a few seconds each time she wanted to talk to somebody would add up
    over the course of an entire day. Plus, it would be all sorts of wicked to write
    words in fire in the air.

    "That should give you something to do this afternoon," he told her with a smile.
    "And hopefully give me some peace. She's the only person who asks me about
    Beauxbatons, and I'll be happy when I don't have to think about it anymore."

    

    The laundry did indeed take the rest of the morning, but by the time they sat down
    to eat lunch all the compound's clothes were freshly cleaned and returned to their
    respective cabins. That left Hazel with nothing else she had to do today. She could
    do whatever she wanted.

    It was time to get started on that spell.

    She and Morgan made their way away from the compound into the trees of the forest
    proper. How are we going to do this, she asked her truest and featheriest
    friend. It seems like all the same problems we had with a fireball, just made
    even harder. If she could not form a simple clump of fire in her palm, how was
    she going to write with it?

    Morgan had little to offer, understandable considering he was no more an expert in
    magic than she was, so she slid down the trunk of one of the trees and leaned her
    head against the bark. Should we break it down into steps instead? Maybe we'll
    find a workaround that way. Step one would be making magic fire. We'll come back to
    that one. Step two would be directing it to my fingertip or a stick or something, and
    step three would be writing with it. Hazel tapped her fingers on one knee in an
    irregular rhythm, and a thought made its way to the front of her mind. It would be
    strange, but maybe... What do you think would happen if I skipped step one and
    went with just the rest? Do you think I'd make a stream of smoke or something else
    entirely?

    That was reason enough to give it a try, honestly. She wanted to see what would
    happen. Concentrating her effort on her finger, she tried to swipe it through the air
    and make a stream of smoke. Nothing complicated, just a line. She wanted this to
    work, and she pushed her hope of not being reliant on a notebook into the
    movement.

    Nothing.

    Maybe... Maybe she needed to poke a hole in the air? She lifted her hand again to
    do just that, then she shook her head. What would she even be poking a hole
    into? That sounded like a dead end, and even if it were not it was
    still a recipe for trouble she did not want.

    She shook her head and scattered the possibilities and maybes that wanted to fill
    her skull. This was not working. Perhaps it was time to go back to the basics. Her
    successes had all been achieved when she created a mental tool to work with, and just
    because she was adapting a wizard spell did not mean the same rules would not apply.
    She had to quit jumping at shadows and think her way through this.

    She had a hand to move things. A key to unlock doors. Smoke to hide her. Lightning
    to fix things. Ripples to clean her clothes. The only thing she did not have a
    physical tool of some kind for was her jumping, and even that needed her to
    physically jump. So she needed an appropriate tool for the job. Her issue, then, was
    that one was not coming to mind.

    Her fingers kept on tapping and tapping and tapping, and after several minutes
    Hazel forced them to stop. Her brain was spinning in circles, going nowhere, and she
    could feel herself getting more frustrated. She needed to stop, take a break, and let
    her mind find peace so she could think straight. Closing her eyes, she sat up
    straight and relaxed her muscles as imaginary roots stretched down deep into the
    earth. She breathed deep, in and out. This was what meditation was supposed to do,
    and while she had been using it more to get a handle on her magic, right now it was
    the primary benefit she was after.

    Ideas pinged around and around in her head for a time after she closed her head,
    but each time one bounced away there were fewer to take its place. One by one they
    fell away until eventually she was drifting in placid nothingness. Hazel could feel
    the weight of her own expectations lifting up off of her shoulders, a weight she had
    not realized she placed there.

    Writing with flames? That would be useful and neat, but it should not be an
    expectation that crushed her. And if she could not do it after all? Translating
    wizard spells might just not be her skill.

    As she let herself drift through a quiet haze, a memory nudged her. Years ago, she
    could remember standing in the kitchen of Number 4 during Bonfire Night. She had yet
    to be banished to her cupboard, but only because there were still dishes to clean
    from dinner and Aunt Petunia had a cold and so did not want to go out into the chilly
    November air. While she busied herself dunking pots and pans into hot soapy water,
    she had nonetheless been able to look out the small window above the sink and watch
    other children her and Dudley's age run around enjoying the fireworks exploding in
    the sky above. Just one more time they had shoved her nose in the fact that while she
    might be related to them, they were not really family.

    At the time, that was where her attention had been focused, but now that she was
    free of the Dursleys' grip, she could notice something else. Namely the children.
    Most of them were too busy watching the display of fire, but she could recall now
    that some of them were more engaged in their own play. They carried sparklers in
    their hands, and as they shouted and laughed they waved the sparklers in the air and
    tried to write their names in smoke and light. None of them were successful, but it
    had looked like fun nevertheless.

    Hazel's eyes opened, her vision taking a moment to adjust to the dimmer light as
    the sun sank towards the horizon. How long had she been sitting here, she wondered as
    she stretched her arms and back. The movement woke Morgan, who stretched his neck
    upwards and twittered to her in confusion.

    I'm okay, she told him with a soft smile. That seemed enough to placate
    him for now, so she turned her eyes to her hand. A sparkler, huh? That was a
    direction she would not have thought of on her own, but the more she considered it
    the more she liked it as an answer. It felt right in a way that
    lighting the tip of her finger on fire did not.

    She had never played with a sparkler before, but she could remember what they
    looked like when she saw them in the rubbish bin the day after: just thin metal
    sticks, whatever substance that actually made the sparks already used up. It was easy
    to image a bit of something being present at the tip, though, and she pictured such a
    thing sitting in her hand and sticking up straight. Her index finger rested upon it,
    giving her a better sense of control than she would have with it just poking out of
    her palm. A hard blink, and the top of the metal stick ignited into phantom
    sparks.

    It looked good so far, but she was well aware that this was only in her mind. It
    was not proof that it would act anything close to the way she wanted in real life.
    Deep breaths in and out, and she swished it through the air in deliberate motions. An
    instant later she shot to her feet, a smile stretched wide over her face and her eyes
    glued to what she had accomplished.

    The word 'Hi' made out of flickering, whitish-gold light floating in the
    air before her.

    

    Shorter than I had planned, namely in that there was supposed to be
    another scene here, but I figured you guys have waited long enough. Feeding you lot
    FREQUENTLY is more important than feeding you a set AMOUNT. ;-)

    And if you're wondering, yes, the French do use different incantations
    than English wizards do. That is an intentional decision, not an author
    error.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    16. The Cave
  

  
    CastleTrime: New werewolves are generally going to be young
    rather than old. A large part of that is the simple fact that adult wizards have more
    ways to drive off or escape a rampaging werewolf, and magical children do not.
    Muggles almost invariably don't survive the initial attack, so they don't offset that
    unbalanced proportion. It doesn't help that when an adult wizard IS bitten, they have
    a better understanding of how their new condition will ruin the life they are used to
    and therefore tend to… How do I put this delicately? End matters on their own
    terms.

    As for Greyback, my understanding of canon is not so much that he's feared because
    he targets children but because those he targets nearly always survive. Werewolves in
    general don't have the control when transformed to hold back. They keep lashing out
    until the victim dies or they are driven off. Greyback, even under the full moon,
    acts with intent. He bites and runs, his goal accomplished. It's the difference
    between being attacked by a rabid animal and being hunted by a man.

    osterreicher97: French wizards also use a bastardized version of
    Latin, but they mix Latin words with FRENCH where the Brits mix it with English. That
    made more sense to me than the idea that wizards everywhere use the same
    incantations. It isn't like magic began with the Romans, after all.

    

    Chapter 16

    The Cave

    By the end of the night, Hazel almost regretted figuring out how to write in the
    air.

    Or no, that was not quite right. The writing itself she was very happy with. It
    was showing her new spell to anyone else she regretted.

    Marcel was the first person she went to, both because he set the challenge for her
    and because she wanted to thank him for showing her that it was possible. Hazel knew
    that his real reason for suggesting she try to learn this was because he wanted her
    to go away and not ask him about his time at wizard school, but she thought he would
    at least be impressed that she had figured out how to do it provided she quit poking
    at his massive sore spot. He might not have finished his schooling, but he still knew
    useful stuff, and her success was a testament to that. Instead he had watched her
    form letters made of glowing white sparks, and his thoughts had passed through
    disbelief and eventually settled on wariness.

    The rest of the commune had either yet to return from work or were waiting to use
    the shower stalls set up in the back of the compound, so not everyone saw her
    demonstration. Jean Luc and Elise, however, did. Elise had the same reaction to
    seeing this as she had when Hazel started stirring the cauldron with her ghost hand:
    disbelief and confusion, including telling herself several times that what was there
    in front of her eyes was impossible.

    Jean Luc's reaction was the most interesting of the three, though it did not bring
    her any relief. His thoughts had actually become quieter to her ears, and rather than
    forming sentences they were broken phrases. Hazel had only experienced something like
    this once two years ago, when Miss Brandine, the school librarian back in Little
    Whinging, had found out her husband was divorcing her. She had gotten quieter and
    paid no attention to anything going on around her, and she wore the same deeply
    contemplative expression that Jean Luc had.

    After demonstrating her new talent to three people and with zero positive
    responses, she decided quickly that she was not going to show anyone else, or not
    right now anyway. Not until she could figure out just why she was eliciting such…

    Her heart sank as she finally put a name to the emotion the werewolves felt upon
    seeing her magic. Such fear. It was not the same kind of fear the
    Dursleys had felt, not a fear that turned into anger, but it was present nonetheless.
    She just could not understand why.

    She sat at her own when everyone started eating the roast beef Elise and Amorette
    had prepared for dinner, her mind half on the conversations going on around her and
    half on her own task for the evening. When she had started writing her response to
    Marcel, he had to come to where she was standing in order to read it. She had not
    thought about that issue, so now she let her fingers drift in the air tracing letters
    backwards. If she was looking at somebody and writing backwards, they should be able
    to read it more easily. She was also using her left hand to do this; she was right
    handed, so if she could write with her left hand and do other things with her right,
    she would be able to multitask in conversations as well as anybody else could!

    Assuming she would ever be able to hold a conversation with anybody without
    freaking them out, that was.

    Movement to the side of the group caught her attention, and she glanced over to
    find Jean Luc and Marcel walking away towards the cabins. They did not look like they
    were just headed the same way, either, but instead they were standing close together.
    What in the world are they doing, she wondered to herself. Setting her plate
    down on the bench in front of Morgan, who started eagerly pecking at the scraps of
    beef still sitting there, she breathed out a thin cloud of ignore-me smoke around
    herself and carefully chased after them.

    The pair took a wandering course towards the middle of the compound before they
    stopped and turned to face each other. "What do you want to talk about," asked Jean
    Luc, "although I think I know already."

    "Hazel," Marcel replied without a moment's hesitation. "As if there was going
    to be any other topic. Jean Luc, what the hell is up with her?!
    She learned a brand-new spell she had never heard of in a matter of hours. She's
    casting multiple spells at the same time without a wand. That would
    be astounding if she were ninety and had been learning magic all her life. She's
    nine and a Née-Moldus at that! What she's doing is
    horrifying… creepy."

    "I wouldn't say that she is creepy. Eerie is probably the better term."
    Jean Luc sighed. "But I understand your concern. The things she can do are unnerving.
    Impressive, but unnerving. Especially at her age."

    "At any age. I couldn't do any of that before school. I can't hold multiple spells
    like she can now. I've never met anybody who could. Although
    from what I heard about him, old man Escrim would have given his left testicle to
    have her in his dueling class. If she learned to hold a Clipeo
    shield and could still freely curse people?" Marcel shook his head. "You've read
    a lot more than me. Have you ever read about anything like this?"

    "Not that well-read. It is not like I ever thought knowing about wandless would be
    a priority of mine," Jean Luc told him with a sigh. "Now I wish I had. I
    want to say I read at one point that the Africans do not use wands, but I don't
    remember if they actually do wandless magic or use something else. The Gypsies use
    handmade jewelry to cast spells, I know I read about that years ago, so something
    like that is a possibility. Even then, they don't cast multiple spells at once like
    she did this morning. Nor does she have the same excuse. She doesn't have a
    wand-analogue like they do. It's just all her."

    "So we still don't know how she does this. About the only thing I do know is that
    this isn't just accidental magic. She's totally in control of it. She can
    learn. And if she can do this now, what will she be able to do
    in the future?" Marcel wondered to himself. "Wizards can and have made our
    lives miserable, and with them we know what their limits are. We don't know what
    she's capable of, and that? That is terrifying. Her magic… It isn't natural,
    Jean Luc. It sounds almost like what my uncles told me about fighting Grindelwald's
    army during the War. Dark magic."

    Hazel cocked her head and frowned. Dark magic? What was that?

    The bald wizard scoffed. "Please do not tell me you think Hazel is a dark witch,
    Marcel." The younger man radiated embarrassment while Jean Luc continued, "That is
    preposterous for any number of reasons. Besides," he said after a moment, "I don't
    know that her magic is unnatural. It might, however, be
    inhuman."

    "Inhuman? What do you mean? What is the difference?" Marcel asked,
    voicing the same question Hazel had.

    "Exactly that. I've been wondering all night whether Hazel is entirely human, or
    if there is something… else in her bloodline. Part-humans normally inherit traits
    from their non-human parent, so if one parent was a Moldu and the other was some
    other type of being? That would explain how a Née-Moldus could have such phenomenal
    abilities."

    "I guess that is not the least possible explanation.
    What kind of being do you think she is then?"

    Jean Luc spread his arms wide. "That, I do not know. None of the combinations
    I can think of would explain her abilities, but there are too many options
    to say for sure."

    With a frown, Hazel thought about that. She knew this was not the case for her;
    thanks to Aunt Petunia's memories, she knew her mother had the same talent with magic
    that she did. Could her mother have had this strange parentage? After a moment, she
    shook her head. Never mind, that was foolish. Her aunt was her mother's sister, so
    she should have the same powers.

    Then again… It still did not explain why she and her mother had magic and her aunt
    and cousin did not. When she first heard about Nés-Moldus, she wondered if her mum
    was one. Did magic just pop up randomly, totally unrelated to whether other members
    of the family had it?

    She had no way to tell, and really that was not the major problem. What was a
    concern was the fact that Marcel and Jean Luc were still this worried and scared
    about it.

    As if reading her own mind, Marcel said in a low voice, "What should we tell the
    others?"

    "Tell the others? Why would we tell them anything?"

    "What do you mean? Jean Luc, don't you think everyone else needs to know about
    this?!" he demanded. "This is too big to keep a secret?"

    "Is it? Really?" Jean Luc crossed his arms and watched with narrowed eyes before
    continuing in an almost lecturing tone, "What would you tell them?"

    "What we just talked about. What she can do, that she might not be fully
    human."

    "Mm-hmm, mm-hmm. And how, exactly, would that help the group?
    What would we do differently as a whole with this knowledge?"

    "I… don't know."

    Jean Luc nodded. "I don't see that anything would change in a beneficial matter.
    What I worry about is that they would be just as scared of a lone little girl as you
    are. Will that do Hazel any good?"

    Marcel sighed. "…No."

    "So my question remains. If there is no benefit to anybody in announcing our
    suspicions – and that is all they are – we should not do it in the first place.
    Should Hazel show more of us what she can do, that is her decision, but we will not
    make it for her. It is not our place to do so. Do you understand?"

    Marcel nodded, and Hazel decided this was the time to back away and go somewhere
    else. Anywhere else. She skirted the edge of the central cooking and dining area and
    kept walking until she slipped between the trees again into the darkened forest. Only
    once the campfires were almost out of sight and the rest of the compound was out of
    earshot did she stop, lean against a tree, and slide down to the ground.

    Fluttering in the shadows reached her ears seconds before Morgan flew to her and
    landed on her knee. He looked up at her and twittered in confusion and concern.

    I'm sorry for not coming back for you, she told him as she ran her
    fingers down his back. I just needed to get away from there.

    I'm starting to worry what the future's going to look like. Morgan
    blinked, so she explained, So far I'm nought for I don't know how many times I
    thought I would be accepted by other people. It's like no matter what I do, I scare
    them away. The Dursleys were afraid of me. Everyone I ever met in Little Whinging was
    afraid of me. She nodded her head in the direction of the compound. Now
    they're becoming afraid of me. You and that hellhound in Wistman's Wood are the only
    living things that aren't.

    Her head fell to her chest, and tears started welling up in her eyes and dripping
    down her cheeks. Is it my fault? Is there something wrong with me, and that's why
    I scare everybody away? How would I change that to make people like me?

    How do I become something I'm not when I don't even know what I really
    am?

    

    Waves gently sloshed against the shore, wet slaps as water hit rock occasionally
    reaching Hazel's ears. The last time she had walked the shores of Tintagel, rain had
    been pounding on top of her, and the sea had been a vicious beast eager to gobble her
    up. Now, in the early afternoon sun and the warmer air as spring was rapidly giving
    up ground to summer, it was actually rather pleasant.

    She made sure to stay close but not too close to the family in front of her. Her
    ignore-me smoke was wrapped tightly around her, and as long as she looked like she
    could possibly be an additional member of the family of five, she was confident that
    no one would pay her any mind. She assumed so, anyway; no one had made any mention
    nor had any thoughts yet about her colorful clothing or her strange satchel or the
    songbird on her shoulder. She was not eager to try testing that conclusion, though,
    not when that might mean dodging well-meaning strangers who wanted to take her back
    to her 'family'. She had too many plans still to work on that running away would
    interfere with.

    Plans such as finally – finally! – returning to Merlin's Cave.

    Sand slid and crunched beneath her feet, but she continued her walk towards the
    large entrance of the cave. No light came from the depths, and she tilted her head
    this way and that while she drank in its appearance. Any sharp edges were long since
    worn away, but the interior still had large shelves and protrusions of stone. Several
    people were already there, talking animatedly and taking pictures, but Hazel found
    herself both confused and disappointed.

    According to legend, this was where Merlin himself had lived during the birth and
    raising of King Arthur. She had expected... she did not truly know, but something
    grander. Something worthy of the home and workshop of such a marvelous sorcerer.
    Arthur and Merlin might have lived roughly 1500 years ago as best as she could figure
    it, but even with the erosions of time she thought there would be some sign that it
    had been inhabited at one point in time. From what she could see, it did not look
    very homey.

    She left the family she was following and moved deeper into the sea cave. Her feet
    splashed through puddles of standing water while the light coming from the mouth
    dimmed as she ducked behind stone slabs. There had to be something, she knew it.
    Turning her head slowly along the back wall, she stopped and blinked.

    Part of the wall was... undulating, like it was made of paint
    that had not quite dried and was trying to drip away.

    A glance around to make sure nobody was looking at her, and she stepped towards
    the strangely distorted wall. The closer she got, the more it rippled and shifted
    like a living thing trying to squirm away from her. She had seen a strange,
    ever-changing phenomenon before, and following a hunch she closed her right eye and
    stared at the wall with only her left. Just as she expected, without the help of her
    crystal lens the wall looked like just an ordinary stone wall.

    Her fingers reached out to touch the wall, and it parted before her like oily
    smoke. What do you think?, she asked Morgan. When he made a small curious
    chirp, she nodded. Yeah. Me too. Taking a deep breath, she gave the rest of
    the room one quick glance before stepping into the wall.

    She opened her eyes to find darkness waiting for her, so she pulled up the flap of
    her satchel and started reaching around. Clothes, water bottle, notepad, more
    clothes... I really need a better way to organize this, she grumbled as she
    continued digging. Curling her fingers, she summoned her ghost hand to try holding
    things out of the way while she kept looking for her bloody
    torch—

    A slight coolness washed over the skin of her fingers an instant before a hard
    metal tube slammed into her palm. Pulling it out, she reached over with her other
    hand and touched the flared head of her torch. ...Huh, she finally thought.
    That's convenient. Her thumb pressed the switch to ignite it, and she swept
    the beam over the new area that had been revealed.

    Her grin rivaled her torch in its brightness. Pieces of rotten wood had been
    jammed into clefts in the wall above natural stone shelves. Remnants of a low frame
    to one side must have been a bed, and a still functional-looking table was pushed to
    the back of the cave. It was in the middle of the room that the greatest prize sat,
    however: a statue carved from a single flawless piece of crystal. A statue depicting
    an old man only a little taller than herself, his right hand outstretched with
    fingers curled and his left hand raised above his head grasping a thin wand.

    A statue that could be of only one man.

    Hazel moved forwards and looked over the many facets of the massive crystal. It
    might not be a tomb, but it was a beautiful remembrance nonetheless. Merlin was a
    well-known and well-loved figure of myth in the modern day, but this was proof that
    he had been respected by others capable of magic back when he was alive. His
    abilities were magnificent, and he was widely regarded as the greatest wizard ever to
    have his story told.

    A frown crept onto her face at that thought, and she seated herself on the ground
    with her eyes still fixed on the sculpture. You were a legend even in your
    day, she told the statue. Your gift of prophecy was famous. You were a
    marvelous magician. You stood head and shoulders above anybody and everybody, and for
    this you were adored.

    She sighed. I can't help but wonder what the difference is between you and
    me.

    If the legends are right, you were different from the moment of your birth.
    The son of a mortal woman and a demon. You should have been feared; people should
    have seen you as a monster. And yet, everyone came to you for answers, for your
    guidance and wisdom. How?

    I'm different, but not like that. I have no voice of my own, and I need no
    wand to use my magic. Why do people fear my abilities but loved you for yours? To be
    able to see someone's future is no less scary than hearing their thoughts, and that
    skill I've kept hidden. Nothing I've done should be terrifying. Why, then, am I
    looked at with fear and mistrust? I don't understand.

    The statue, as expected, had no reply to her questions. Instead she let her gaze
    play over the speckles of light that were scattered by the facets of the crystal. Her
    mind followed her eyes in their aimless wanderings, and several minutes passed before
    a thoughtful expression took over.

    Other than your parents, I know nothing about your childhood, she told
    the statue. I've found no books about it. It makes me wonder. Is the difference
    between us that your legend has already been told? You accomplished so many
    incredible things, but they all happened when you were an adult. To be that kind of
    an adult, you must have been gifted just as much when you were a child. What was that
    like for you?

    Were you adored and praised as a child just like you were when you were grown?
    Or was young you more like me? Were you also feared for your powers, and that fear
    just became replaced by awe as you got older and people stopped worrying about how
    young you were and instead focused on what you could do? She drummed her
    fingertips on the stone ground. Does that mean that all I need to do to be
    accepted is just to keep going? To not let their fear get to me?

    Silence surrounded them for a while longer before she pushed herself to her feet.
    I think I understand a little better now, she told the statue. Laying her
    hand on the crystal, she gave Merlin a small smile. Thank you.

    And don't worry. Your secret is safe with me.

    

    The next several days were... unremarkable, at least on the surface. Hazel
    attended magic-related classes with the other younger werewolves, whether that be
    potions or history or some basic magical herb lore. On days they learned about maths
    or writing, she ducked away to walk the woods with Grégoire and check the snares he
    had set out, in the process learning how to set said snares or identify animal
    tracks. Other days she pestered Jean Luc, and once he found that she had already
    learned long multiplication and division in school, he let her help out working with
    the heavy ledgers that contained all the information about the commune's finances.
    When he was working he was focused, but whenever he took a few minutes' break he was
    happy to answer questions and share some of what she soon realized was a font of
    information on all sorts of subjects.

    And as she continued not doing anything unusual, everyone's tension drained
    away.

    Those were the days, though. Night, on the other hand, was her
    time. Under the cover of darkness with only the trees and the stars to witness her,
    she stole away from the camp. There was no way she would simply abandon her
    experiments, but she now recognized that it was in private that she would be allowed
    to continue pushing her boundaries and learning more about her magic.

    Blowing out a frustrated huff, Hazel crossed her arms where she sat on the ground.
    It would be better if her experiments would actually work. Every night she had tried
    something different as a means of fighting back if something attacked her, and so far
    she was not seeing any success. She had tried throwing a fireball. She had tried
    throwing icicles. She had tried lightning bolts. She had tried blowing out a cloud of
    poison gas. She had even tried creating a magical shield strictly meant to defend
    herself.

    None of these attempts had shown even a shadow of success.

    That did not mean it was a waste of time, not exactly. These failures had taught
    her a few things about the capabilities, and more importantly the limits, of her
    particular brand of magic. Her magic could change things, like her healing and her
    cleaning spells did. She could manipulate both objects and people. What she could
    not do, on the other hand, was create things out of thin air. That
    was the conclusion she had drawn from her various attempts. It was also
    understandably frustrating.

    If she could not create something with which to hit back, how was she going to
    defend herself the next time a hungry fairy or ghost came after her?

    Scrubbing her face with her hands, she let her mind relax and her vision go a bit
    blurry. Creating a new construct, a new tool, was not working out this time around.
    The last time she was stuck like this, she had gone back to the basics and figured
    something out from there. Did she already have a spell that would let her do what she
    wanted?

    Teleporting and cleaning were of course right out. She did not think she could
    lock or unlock anything about an angry fae creature. Her ignore-me smoke... She
    shrugged. If she was at the point where she was fighting something, she did not think
    her smoke would do much good. Her ghost hand probably was not strong enough to lift
    anything the size of the red cap off the ground, although that would have been a neat
    way to keep it away from her. Her healing, maybe? Could she un-heal something? A
    small shiver worked its way down her spine. Somehow, she could see that ending
    badly.

    Sure enough, nothing she already knew would help her here. Hazel slapped her hand
    against the ground and glared into the distance. A moment later, she blinked once.
    Twice. Thrice, and then she slowly pulled her eyes back to her hand and the dirt
    below it.

    Morgan? The little songbird opened one eye at her and chirped sleepily.
    I'm an idiot.

    He chirped again and closed his eye.

    She ignored his dismissal and glared at her dirty hand. She had a
    hand. If her ghost hand could pick things up and move them around,
    if it acted just like her normal hand, she could slap with it. She could
    punch with it.

    A good-sized rock sat a short distance away from her, and she climbed to her feet
    to walk towards it. Would this work? She curled her fingers one by one and called
    forth her ghost hand. It made a fist that matched the fist her real hand was in. With
    nothing else to try, she swung her arm in a wide arc. The ghost hand followed and hit
    the rock.

    Nothing happened, but with a silent groan she realized that was not a surprise.
    Did she really think she could punch a hole in a rock? She looked around for another
    rock to put on top of this one, but nothing was immediately visible. Fine.
    Punching the ground it is. Winding up again, she drove her ghost fist into the
    dirt and knelt closer to peer at the her impromptu target.

    It was hard to make out, but was there a little tiny bit of an indentation where
    she had punched?

    She punched several more times trying to make any evidence of its collision
    larger, but between the dark and how hard the ground was, she could not really tell.
    She eyed her flesh fist and her ghost fist again. I wonder how hard I'm even
    hitting. Worst case I guess is that it isn't doing anything, but what if the best
    case is that my ghost hand punches as hard as I can? Going back to her knees,
    she reared back and slugged the ground only to pull back from the pain that was now
    bouncing around between her hand bones. There were definitely rocks just underneath
    the dirt!

    After a minute of waving her hand around to make the pain stop, she looked down
    again and sighed. She could not say for sure that even her real fist had done
    anything. Poking her little twig arms explained why that was the case. I'm not
    going to get much more power out of that, I don't think.

    If she could not swing her ghost hand harder, was there anything else she could do
    to make it just that little bit stronger? Could she change it somehow? She had never
    tried to do that to any of her spells, but there was no reason she
    couldn't, she supposed.

    Maybe she could make it smaller? She could remember getting hit in the face by a
    dodgeball a few years back during recess, and that had not been nearly as painful as
    the time when Dudley threw a cricket ball into her ribs. If she made her fist more
    compact, it might hit with more force.

    She stared at the still-closed ghost hand and narrowed her eyes. It took a few
    moments, but the fist eventually started getting a little smaller. The more she
    pushed on it with her mind, the smaller it got, and by the time it was no bigger than
    a large marble it had also lost all definition between the fingers. It was just a
    single solid sphere. It still moved in time with her real hand, and with a shrug she
    swung again at the dirt. This time when she leaned in, she could see a definitive
    dent in the ground.

    Finally! She dropped onto her bum and then her back, looking up through
    the break in the trees' canopy to the stars above. Turning her head to face Morgan,
    she continued, It isn't great, and I don't know how much of a punch it will pack,
    but it's better than what I had before.

    She turned her head back to the stars and sighed. Despite the enthusiasm she
    wanted to display to her friend, she had her doubts that it would work all that well.
    Dirt was not very hard, and if all she could do was dent it a little, how much would
    it really scare anything that wanted to eat her?

    Her eyes glanced around the sky. She did not know many of the constellations,
    almost none of them in fact, and she could find even fewer. The only one she had
    really been able to pick out reliably over the last few months was Orion, and so it
    was that figure she sought in the night. Maybe it was because her window was so
    small, or maybe it was just the wrong time of night, but despite a minute or two
    searching she was unable to locate the Hunter. She would have to try later on, she
    decided while closing her eyes. It was unfortunate Orion wasn't a real person. It
    would have been incredible to learn how to defend herself from a mythical hunter,
    although for all she knew his advice would just be to shoot a bow at whatever was
    coming after her—

    Pushing herself upright again, she stared at nothing with wide eyes. Would that
    even work? She could not create fire or ice, so how would she create an arrow? She
    couldn't.

    But... But. She raised her hand and nodded to herself. If she could turn her ghost
    hand into a ball, could she continue to reshape it? One by one her fingers curled in,
    and once again her ghost hand appeared. She sighed in relief. She was not sure how
    she would have reacted had she lost the ability to cast one of her first spells.

    It took less effort this time to shrink the fist down to an orb, but that was not
    the end of it. She stretched, for lack of a better description, the
    orb as if it were a ball of caramel or chewy candy. Two lumps pulled apart, a string
    of magical whatever-it-was she used to make her constructs strung between them. The
    far lump became a diamond-shaped head, and the close lump became tilted rectangles
    that looked mostly like the feathers on an arrow.

    The arrow drifted the short distance into her palm, and she rolled it between her
    fingers. It was... not terrible, she eventually decided, but it did not feel good in
    her hand. It was just too unbalanced or awkward or something. Maybe if she were
    older, if her hands were bigger, it might not be as bad, but right now it was not
    what she needed.

    Still, she told herself, I think I'm on the right track. Just not
    there yet. Twirling the arrow between her fingers, she wondered just what she
    could do with this. Stab something, maybe? She certainly could not throw it, not as
    large as it was. If it were smaller? That would be better.

    A thought started making the arrow get shorter, and as it shifted she realized
    what it was starting to look like. The Christmas before she left the Dursleys, almost
    a year and a half ago now, Dudley had begged and demanded to get a dart board and
    darts. He snapped the board in half the very next day when he discovered how bad he
    was at aiming, and then the darts were lost one by one as he remembered he had them
    and threw them at Hazel while she worked in Aunt Petunia's rose bushes. She
    might have helped them disappear so they would not get them thrown
    at her a second time.

    Almost as though it knew what she had in mind, the head of the arrow narrowed into
    a long almost-teardrop shape and fused with the shorter fins. She tossed the dart in
    her hand a couple of times, then a flick of her wrist flung it into the dirt.

    It could have been entirely due to the angle, or possibly this shape truly was
    stronger, but instead of putting another dent into the ground it threw up a small
    cloud of dirt.

    Hazel stared at the ground where it landed, and a small sharp smile alighted onto
    her face. As far as driving something off, this had potential. The real question now
    was whether she had to take the time to reform her ghost hand into the dart every
    time, or could she go straight to the dart form? Her wrist twitched, and she imagined
    she could feel the smooth surface of the dart that reappeared in her hand. Again she
    threw the dart, not with the careful overhand pitching movement Dudley had used but
    instead by slinging her hand to the side and releasing it from between her index and
    middle fingers.

    This time a trail of glittering sparks, not unlike those formed by her sparkler,
    followed the dart as it flew true and hit the rock she had aimed at the first time.
    She shined her torch at the rock, and unless she was very much mistaken, there might
    actually be a small dent in the stone's surface this time.

    Another twitch of her wrist, and Hazel dismissed the dart that appeared yet again.
    Instead she curled her fingers and watched her ghost hand, completely unharmed by her
    experiments, take the torch from her fleshy hand and flick off the switch.

    She shot her sleeping friend a smile. Morgan, I do believe we have a winner.
    We don't need to be afraid of fairies or weird ghosts ever again.

    

    I was doing a little more research on the feeding habits of the blue tit
    and other titmice, and it turns out that the great tit is well known for scavenging
    dead animals and even killing small bats when food is scarce. Since they'll both eat
    suet (a type of animal fat) as well, I expect Morgan would be happy munching on meat
    put in front of his greedy beak.

    Magical inheritance (I hesitate to say magical genetics because it doesn't
    make sense from a genetic standpoint) is just one of the many topics I wish we had
    better information about. It gets a little frustrating to figure out just what is
    actually going on.

    One more note, and I'm done. I swear. I'm well aware that Rowling claims
    Merlin was sorted into Slytherin. My response is quite simple: bullshit. Considering
    Arthurian legends depict both Arthur and his father Uther fighting against the
    Saxons, that would place the time period somewhere in the 5th to 6th century, roughly
    FIVE HUNDRED years before the building of Hogwarts. Now, would Merlin have fit the
    characteristics of a Slytherin? Yes. Was he a Slytherin? No.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    17. Surprises
  

  
    Guest #1: Hazel will EVENTUALLY get more spells dedicated to
    fighting, but right now she doesn't see a point. Even her dart isn't meant to WIN a
    fight, but to drive back whatever is attacking her and give her a chance to run.

    : For me, canon consists of the 7 books titled "Harry Potter
    and the blankety blank". Sometimes I'll pull things from other sources (for
    instance, Hazel's mind-reading is based off Queenie's Legilimency from Fantastic
    Beasts), but I don't consider the Beasts movies or Pottermore or Cursed Child to
    be things I'm beholden to. As such, don't be surprised if I outright ignore details
    from them. Regarding Grindelwald wandlessly holding a shield specifically, if that
    showed up in Crimes of Grindelwald, I wouldn't know because I stopped
    watching that movie maybe 15 minutes into it and don't intend ever to watch the
    rest.

    hi: Regarding Hazel's want of acceptance, I mentioned in the
    opening of the last scene of last chapter that once she started doing her
    experimentation in private the tension quickly started going down. All it took was
    her not seemingly pulling new magical abilities out of thin air on a LITERAL DAILY
    BASIS. :D

    "Was that just a statue of Merlin, or was that
    really Merlin?": That would be telling,
    wouldn't it? ;-) In all honesty, I haven't decided. We'll see where the story decides
    to go.

    

    Chapter 17
Surprises

    The day was warm today, and Jean Luc and Hazel had moved from his cabin to a table
    outside to enjoy the sunlight. In a shocking turn of events, Jean Luc had even
    finished going through the previously never-ending stack of receipts they had been
    adding to his ledger, so they were not even doing work outside. Instead they had
    grabbed a couple of books from his small collection and were reading in the
    daylight.

    Or, really, he was reading while she constantly glanced back and forth between the
    book in her hands and the dictionary that was being helpfully held aloft by her ghost
    hand so she could flip through it and looked up all the words she did not know. There
    were a lot of those.

    Loud cracks, three or four of them, came from the other side of the commune, and
    she looked up to find Jean Luc looking that way with his eyes growing wide.
    "Damn. I forgot. Hazel, I need you to hide. Now."

    Rubbing her fingertips together to create her sparkler, she wrote out, 'Why?
    What wrong?'

    "Wizards from the government are here. They normally come around this time of the
    month, I just got a little distracted this time and actually have something to
    hide from them. Go hide in the trees until Grégoire or I come to get you." He
    looked back at her, his expression still one of worry and fear. "If they find
    you, none of us are going to like the consequences."

    She bit her lip. On the one hand, she did not want to cause the werewolves any
    trouble, not after how kind they had been to her despite their fear and misgivings.
    On the other hand, anything that had even Jean Luc panicking like this was something
    she needed to see, if only so she could be on the lookout for it in the future.

    Closing her two books with the three hands, she stuffed them both into her satchel
    and climbed up the side of the tree until she stood on her feet. She gave him a nod
    and stepped backwards. As soon as he turned around and started walking towards the
    sounds, she blew out a cloud of smoke and followed along. Not right behind him, but
    about fifteen feet away. A couple of times that meant she went around the other side
    of a cabin and broke her line of sight, but it was easy enough to find him again
    afterwards.

    She had never really pushed the limits of what this spell was capable of, she
    considered as she crept along. She knew people ignored her, which was the entire
    goal, but what all she could get away with doing in front of people without the spell
    breaking she was not sure. At some point she really needed to experiment with that,
    but this was not the time for that. Instead she was going to do her best to stay just
    far enough away from Jean Luc and whoever these wizards were so she did not risk the
    spell breaking.

    It turned out to be four wizards who had shown up, all of them wearing bright blue
    robes that came down to their knees with baggy sleeves cinched tight at the wrists.
    The sleeves themselves were emblazoned with a repeating pattern of the fleur de lis
    design that the French were so fond of. Another emblem sat over their hearts, but at
    this distance she could not tell just what it was other than it was something
    different. More important than their clothing was their expressions; none of them
    seemed particularly happy to be here, one of them even sneering at the admittedly
    plain-looking cabins and kicking a rock with the toe of his tall brown leather
    boots.

    If they were not happy and did not want to be here, she wondered, why had they
    come in the first place?

    "Lieutenant Lemaire, we weren't expecting to see you so soon," Jean Luc called out
    in greeting. Hazel could tell that his voice was tight, and between that, his command
    to her, and the thoughts she had heard from a few of the werewolves about wizards, it
    was not hard to tell that he was just as unhappy about their presence as they were.
    "Normally you show up closer to the full moon, almost as if you like seeing us in
    pain as the transformation gets nearer and starts gnawing on our bones."

    "I want to get this inspection done sooner than later so I can get it out of the
    way," the wizard in the front of the arrangement said, disgust dripping from every
    word. "We have lots to do besides checking up on you, and I don't plan to waste
    my weekend on it. Pounding Marguerite is going to be so much more enjoyable
    than coming out here to make sure a bunch of monsters are 'comfortable'."

    She could feel her hackles rise as her confusion and concern morphed into anger.
    Almost a month she had spent here, living and interacting with these people. They
    were not monsters. No one who spent any time whatsoever with them
    could possibly think something like that. Who did this man think he was to come in to
    their home and start insulting them?

    The man, Lemaire, waved one hand in an almost negligent fashion at the compound,
    and the other three wizards drew their wands and split away to walk among the
    buildings. One of them kicked in a door rather than open it, and she could only watch
    as Jean Luc gritted his teeth but said nothing in response. "It was not even
    locked. All he had to do was turn the handle. What kind of enjoyment do these
    bastards get from breaking what little we have?" he thought.

    "Where are the others?" Lemaire asked after a moment. "I only count eight of you
    freaks, and there should be many more."

    "They're at work, just like they were last month you were here Lieutenant,"
    answered Jean Luc through gritted teeth. "You know it's hard for us to get any kind
    of honest work. None of my people want to lose the opportunities they managed to
    find."

    Another sneer was the only answer his rebuttal earned. "Why would any sane
    wizard hire a werewolf in the first place? That's my question."

    After fifteen or twenty minutes, the other wizards return, and Lemaire demanded,
    "Find anything? I doubt they would. These beasts are too good at keeping their
    noses clean, but one of these days we'll find that they're planning
    something. I just hope I'm around to drag them to the
    Bastille when we do figure it out. Fine," he added when they all shook their
    heads. "Then get back to the Ministry. Have a good weekend, werewolf." Lemaire spun
    on his heel and collapsed in on himself until with another crack, he and his men were
    gone.

    Hazel released the mental hold on her smoke and walked towards Jean Luc, who was
    still standing in the place as he had while talking to Lemaire. Her hand and sparkler
    already moving, and she wrote, 'They rude.'

    He looked over to her in a little surprise before finding her message. "Thank
    the Circles she's safe. I thought I told you to hide."

    'I hide while they here. They gone now. Who?'

    Her admittedly poor sentence structure threw him for a loop for a second, and she
    rolled her eyes. Yes, she knew she really needed to learn that whole conjugation
    thing, but it just made no sense. "Those were the Republican Guard. They are a branch
    of the French Ministry's law enforcement, and among their other duties when they
    are not harassing us is checking on known 'potential threats', including
    werewolves." Jean Luc sighed. "They swing by every month or so. Part of it is to make
    sure that we are here where we're supposed to be, and part of it… Part of it is to
    make sure there are no non-werewolves hanging around."

    Hazel blinked at that, her expression making her confusion plain. They did not
    want non-werewolves hanging out with werewolves? Why? What purpose did that
    serve?

    "I was not looking forward to this conversation," Jean Luc thought with a
    grimace as he looked over her face. "We are not the only group of werewolves in the
    country. We are one of several, and not all of them are as law-abiding as we are.
    There are even some werewolves who go out of their way to bite and turn as many
    people as they can for reasons that I will not go into right now and that don't
    make sense to me outside blind revenge. Because of that, though, part of the
    inspections is to make sure we are not holding people hostage so we can bite them at
    the next full moon or something of the like. It is nothing we would ever do, but
    there are many people in the government who do not trust us even after decades of us
    doing nothing wrong."

    'That why you say hide?'

    He nodded. "That is why I told you to hide, yes. Legally, you aren't supposed to
    be here, and we could get in lots of trouble if they ever find you even if you tell
    them that you are here of your own free will."

    Her eyes went wide. All this time the werewolves had been worried about them being
    a danger to her on the full moon, but in reality she was a danger to
    them?! She had not known! After all the kindness they had shown her,
    her getting them into trouble would be a cruel way to repay them.

    She liked them, liked them a lot, but if this was the case it was better if she
    moved on.

    Her fingers moved to starting writing just that, but Jean Luc raised one hand as
    if he were the one who could read minds. "I know what you are thinking, but that does
    not mean you should leave, nor do we want you to do so. All of us except the children
    realize that you just being here could cause trouble, and we are fine with it. We
    would rather risk the danger than have you leave."

    All she could do was stare at him for several seconds. 'Why?'

    The simple question startled a laugh out of him. "I suppose I should have
    expected that question. You've met the children we have here. Claude, Chantal,
    Serge. None of them are our children, even though there are several
    couples that have come together over the years. That is because werewolves simply are
    not capable of having children. The transformations are too violent, and babies are
    too delicate. None of us will ever have a little one of our own running around,
    no matter how much some of us would love nothing more." He gave her a
    crooked smile, and knowing his thoughts she thought she might be able to see the
    glimmer of a repressed tear in his eyes. "We have been given many young werewolves
    over the years, but it does not feel the same. Some of it may be because they are not
    our own blood, or so we thought for a long time, and some of it may be –
    is – that when we are bitten young, we spend many, many years bitter
    about how we are victims. It takes time to outgrow that, and by that point we are no
    longer children.

    "But you?" He motioned to her and laughed. "I mean it as no insult or criticism,
    Hazel, but you have an innocence to you that we have not seen for so long. Even
    the strangeness of your powers pales in comparison. In just this last month, you
    brought something to us that some of us had given up on ever seeing. I know several
    women in the group would love nothing more than to adopt you as their own"—he gave
    her another grin, brighter than the last—"although with the way you keep popping in
    and out whenever you want without telling anybody, to me I must say you seem more
    like a stray cat than a typical child."

    Now it was her who had to fight tears. So long, so long she had
    spent with the Dursleys who wanted nothing to do with her, who had made it clear they
    hated her and wanted her gone. But here, in the middle of an entirely different
    country, she had found people who actually truly did want her around. Who cared about
    her and wanted to keep her safe even if it put an additional burden on
    themselves.

    Was this what people meant when they talked about feeling like a family?

    Hazel sniffed and wiped her left eye, knowing full well there was nothing she
    could do about her right eye without making it obvious she was crying. In an effort
    to distract herself, she hastily wrote, 'Can I do something to help after this?
    Fix what they break or something?'

    "Yes, I think we can find something for you to do if it makes you feel like
    you deserve what we will freely give." He turned to give her some privacy and
    pointed at one of the doors. "We can start there, and maybe between the two of us we
    will have everything fixed before anybody gets back from work."

    

    The weather continued to warm as summer swelled to its full heat, and as July
    progressed the energy and excitement in the compound rose. No one told Hazel why that
    was, and the few times she asked the other person's thoughts and conversation would
    quickly shift to something else. Whatever it was, they were being very careful not to
    give her any hints even with their own thoughts.

    It was a little maddening.

    Something shook her awake one morning, and she pushed the sheet off her face to
    look blearily at the two women standing over her bed. Amorette, the blonde who often
    helped Elise teach the other kids, and an even younger dark-haired woman she did not
    often interact with. Jacqueline, that was her name. She was only a few years older
    than Claude, and no one was willing to tell Hazel what she did or why she was the
    only werewolf who worked at night.

    Readjusting her monocle, Hazel looked out the door to see that it was indeed still
    the morning. It was actually a surprise that Jacqueline was even up this early, or
    maybe she just had not gone to bed yet. Reaching out with one hand, she wrote simply,
    'What?'

    "Good morning, 'Azel! It's time to wake up!" Amorette said in a sing-song. "We
    have a few things to do, and we need to get you out of here for a couple of
    hours. Jackie and I are going shopping in Nice, and we figured you might want to
    tag along and see what magical stores look like."

    She just nodded for a bit, then as her brain kept waking up she waved for the two
    women to leave the room. 'In a minute.'

    "Okay, but do not take too long or we will leave without you!"

    The door closed behind them, and Hazel pushed herself up to a sitting position and
    swung her legs over the edge of the bed. It took her a moment to realize what day it
    was, namely the very last day of July. Her birthday. She was now ten years old.

    Was that why Amorette and Jacqueline were acting weird? Amorette did know when her
    birthday was; that was something that had been asked the day after she showed
    Amorette and Elise that she could move things with her ghost hand. They had neither
    said nor thought the word 'birthday' around her, though, and it was possible that
    Amorette had simply forgotten or was not thinking about it. She was a newcomer to the
    werewolves' compound, after all, although if they had forgotten about her birthday it
    still did not explain why they were behaving the way they were.

    She eventually pushed the door open once she had cleaned herself and dressed and
    deposited Morgan on her shoulder, and before she could do anything else both her arms
    were grabbed. Amorette and Jacqueline immediately started walking away from the
    compound with her, their path soon becoming clear. It was the same path the other
    werewolves took when they walked to the road and summoned the carriage to take them
    to their jobs. After a couple of minutes she was able to pull her arms free and ask a
    question that had been circling inside her brain since they started walking. 'Why
    Nice and not Paris?'

    "Nice is a little bit safer and smaller," Jacqueline answered. "It's more
    of a local shopping area where Paris is more centralized, so the other people there
    do not ask as many questions. There is less law enforcement running around
    causing problems, too."

    The rest of the walk passed in relative silence, even if Amorette and Jacqueline
    to a lesser extent were both far more excited that could be justified by a simple
    excursion like this. Something secret was going on. When they arrived at the road,
    Amorette pulled out a metal coin or disc a little smaller than her palm and held it
    up.

    Much like the time when she followed the werewolves here and from there to Paris,
    the road down to the right stretched before a large carriage made of dark wood and
    pulled by eight clockwork horses faded into view and rolled to a stop in front of
    them. Unlike the last time, today Hazel followed the other women into the carriage.
    It truly was larger on the inside that it should have been, with many rows of wooden
    benches stretching backwards for easily a hundred feet. Several of the benches were
    already filled with other people, all of them wearing robes or other obviously
    wizard-y outfits.

    A man sat in a small chair in the front with leather reins in his hands. "We're
    headed to Vendretout in Nice," Amorette told the driver as she tapped the metal disc
    to a golden box bearing a large round opalescent stone on its front face.

    The box chimed, and he grunted. "All right. Got a few more stops to make first."
    He gave the reins a sharp crack, and through the window she could see the mechanical
    horses rear up as they prepared to resume their run. They managed to grab a bench
    three rows down before the carriage actually started rolling forwards. Stuffed into
    the corner, Hazel could only watch as the world outside stretched and roiled for
    several seconds before resolving into the same cobblestone square with the burning
    braziers she had seen the first time she rode this conveyance. "Place Cachée!" he
    shouted over his shoulder.

    It took a few more of those strange transitions before the carriage stopped along
    a little street that bordered a sandy shore. Hazel could not help but stare out over
    the glistening waters beyond; it was not the very first time she had seen the sea,
    but this surely beat out the seaside at Tintagel or Dover.

    "Vendretout Marketplace!" the carriage driver called out.

    "This way, 'Azel," Amorette told her, shaking her out of her reverie. "We still
    have lots to do."

    As they walked away from the carriage, Hazel took a few seconds to look around at
    the buildings dotting this little stone street. The shopping district in Paris had
    been absolutely packed with shops, everything side by side with no space between
    them. The inside walls of one shop were the other side of the walls of another shop,
    and the exterior just continued on over multiple stores. Here, however, the stores
    were actual separate buildings with little alleyways between them. They were also,
    she could not help but notice, more drab and dilapidated than the stores in
    Paris.

    Jacqueline said this place was better and safer, she recalled. It certainly did
    not look it. She gave a little tug on said woman's sleeve and wrote quickly,
    'Here safe? You sure?'

    She gave Hazel a small smile and a laugh. "Yes, I'm sure. It is not as fancy as
    Paris, I will grant you that one, but sometimes that is a plus all on its own. Not to
    mention, because it is a smaller and poorer shopping area, we will not get as many
    second looks because of our clothing."

    Hazel glanced around again after that comment, and now that she knew what she was
    looking for, she could see what Jacqueline meant. Her own tunic and trousers looked
    no worse for wear than they had been when she stole them from the store, but
    Amorette's own robe was clearly worn and had been repaired multiple times.
    Jacqueline's deep red and deep cut robe was nicer looking for sure, but it too was
    obviously not new. That same thing could be said about the clothing of the other
    people on the street, though, so they should fit right in.

    Most of ninety minutes were spent migrating in and out of different shops,
    Amorette crossing items off the list she carried and the number of bags steadily
    increasing. When it became clear just how much they really needed to buy, Hazel had
    volunteered herself as pack mule and started stuffing all the shopping bags into her
    bottomless satchel. Neither woman complained about having a weightless space to hold
    all their necessities.

    "And that is most of it," Amorette said, striking out yet another item. "Now
    for the fun part. 'Azel, you're ten years old today – and a happy birthday, by
    the way. There comes a time in every girl's life where she has the right to start
    wearing a little jewelry and making herself look pretty. Have you ever thought about
    whether you would want to wear earrings?"

    Fifteen minutes later, she walked out of a magical tattoo parlor in front of her
    companions, her ears weighted down the tiniest bit thanks to the new earrings sitting
    within them. According to the tattooist who did the piercing, a Né-Moldus and a
    friend of Jacqueline's, the mundane method of piercing ears took weeks to heal from;
    the magical method, on the other hand, still used a scarily big needle to punch the
    hole in her earlobes but added a potion called Essence of Dittany to make all that
    healing happen in seconds. It meant she could start wearing earrings immediately.

    The wizard had a wide selection of matching pairs, but she had actually gravitated
    to the single earrings. Part of it was that it looked like these were cheaper than
    most of the paired sets, and part of it was that she did not necessarily want the
    same thing in both ears. What she wore now as she exited the store was a small round
    stud in her left ear that lazily shifted from one color to another through all the
    colors of the rainbow and a hoop in her right ear that flowed and jiggled as if it
    were made of mercury.

    A number of long, dangly earrings had attracted her attention at first, too. She
    just was not sure she could trust Morgan not to constantly peck and pull at them. He
    was already butting his head against the stud enough that she was starting to get
    worried.

    'That all we need?' she wrote.

    "That should be everything," answered Amorette with a smile, "and I think we
    have distracted you long enough the others she be done with their parts. Let's
    call the carriage and take it back home."

    The others? Their parts? Hazel stared at her uncomprehendingly. Had they been
    planning something? Trying to hide anything from her was difficult; they would have
    had to not talk or even think about what they were doing… Oh. 'I can take us
    back,' she replied after a few moments. There was no need for them to wait for
    the carriage when she could just as easily jump back to the compound. It would also
    be faster so she could sooner discover just what they were all up to.

    "You can take us back? How?" repeated Jacqueline. The women looked at
    each other before the dark-haired werewolf shrugged. "Okay. I am willing to give you
    a chance to prove it, whatever it is."

    She reached out her hands and made grabbing gestures, her gut churning with rising
    worry all the same. She had jumped herself and Morgan to different places plenty of
    times, but that was just the two of them. She had never tried jumping with another
    person, let alone two more. She hoped it was going to work.

    Their hands wrapped around her own. She took a deep breath in, then out, then in
    again. There was only way to find out if this was possible. She was worrying over
    nothing, she told herself. Teleporting itself, throwing herself from one place to
    another and ignoring all the physical distance in between, was obviously the hardest
    part of what she was doing, and that was old hat by now. Whether it involved one
    person or two or ten should make no difference whatsoever. Blowing out her held
    breath, she coiled her knees below her and jumped harder and higher than she ever had
    before.

    Most of the time, she heard nothing when she left or arrived anywhere. This time,
    the air itself rang with a crash or a clang, and the normal too-tight tube she had to
    squeeze herself through today was three sizes too small. Instead of just forcing the
    last dregs of air out of her lungs, it was as if all the bones in her body were being
    crushed into a powder and her muscles squashed into jelly. If she had a mouth and a
    voice and breath to use them, she would be screaming in agony.

    A split second later, everything explosively reinflated with another crash, and
    she collapsed onto the ground. Two more thuds quickly followed. "That was a
    mistake," she heard Jacqueline think. "That was the most painful
    teleportation I have ever experienced, and I hope never to do so again."

    "We should have just used the carriage," Amorette said in unknowing agreement.

    Hazel was not planning to argue with either of them. From now on, she was going to
    do her best to teleport just herself and Morgan. No more passengers.

    Footsteps came towards them, and she looked up to find a familiar bald werewolf
    looking down at them. "Why do I have the feeling I know what happened here?"
    Jean Luc asked himself, his thoughts and his smile all but screaming his amusement
    for the world to hear. "Good trip?"

    Jacqueline spat a particularly nasty sentence at him that had Hazel blushing. He
    was supposed to do what with a burning tree branch?!

    "Jacqueline! There are young ears around." He reached down and pulled Hazel up to
    her feet, then did the same for Amorette. Jacqueline he just looked down at until she
    climbed upright herself. "You are a little early," he continued once they were all
    vertical. "Elise is still finishing the cake."

    Cake? Cake?! She stared at him before reaching up to touch her
    new earrings. The tattooist had seemed too prepared for this to all
    be a spur of the moment plan, which meant… that would have been a present. Cake, a
    present. It was almost as if…

    "Oh well," Jean Luc said with a bright beaming smile towards her. "It looks like
    we kept it mostly a secret for the time we needed. Everyone decided to pitch in with
    setting up a party once Amorette told us what today was. It will not be much, but
    it is what we can do to make today a merry one.

    "Happy birthday, Hazel."

    

    There are so many details I throw in solely for my own amusement. It's
    bad. I should stop.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    18. The Hunt
  

  
    WillItWork, Jack Inqu: Okay, I know my reputation, but I PROMISE
    that this story is a relatively lighthearted one. You don't have to constantly wait
    for the other shoe to drop. :-(

    Cat Beats: The exact mechanism of how the Hogwarts letters are
    addressed won't matter in the grand scheme of things. Hazel will receive one even if
    she isn't in Britain at the time they are sent out.

    bikoukitsune: You're the only person who's asked what detail
    specifically I was talking about last chapter. I'm going to warn you now that it's
    really, REALLY dumb. Lieutenant Lemaire mentioned that he was going to spend the
    weekend with a woman named Marguerite. If you look back at chapter 11, the Muggle
    Hazel tried to learn French from was also having an affair… with a woman named
    Marguerite. Are they the same person? You would think not, that it was just two women
    with the same name, but the idea that MAYBE it was somehow one person
    really getting around just tickled me.

    This wasn't a detail I thought anybody would remember. It was mostly a joke just
    for me.

    Silent Storm: Most of the time Hazel doesn't have a specific
    feeling associated with a spell. It's the opposite, actually; I can think of several
    of her spells that she was only able to create once she had meditated and put herself
    in an emotionally distant state. Certainly the creation of her ghost hand, her
    cleaning spell, and her sparkler qualify. She can use emotions to
    power her spells, but she tries not to do this because she mentioned early on
    (chapter 3, I think?) that she was worried about what constantly feeling angry would
    do to her personality.

    Now that being said, what her magic really needs at its core is a sense of
    PURPOSE. Creating a very offensive spell based on a single-minded desire or even NEED
    to hurt another living thing would be… interesting. The inside of her head would be
    "There is nothing I want to do more right now than cause you pain and suffering". Not
    a pretty headspace when she is calm, and especially not if you add the anger or a
    need for revenge she would naturally feel on top of that purpose. Would creating such
    a spell permanently warp her like you're asking? Probably not, but the trauma that
    would follow her USING that spell for the first time would be something to
    behold.

    

    Chapter 18
The Hunt

    Noise from outside Simone's cottage eventually forced Hazel's eyes open. She was
    not sleeping inside the building tonight, but rather on the roof. As August faded and
    approached September, the nights had lost the worst of its heat and was now actually
    on the pleasant side. The sleeve of her jumper made an excellent face mask to keep
    the light of the sun out of her eyes, and that meant she could continue sleeping even
    after the sun rose.

    Or she could if everybody would keep their arguments down to a dull roar.

    The heated conversation did not stop the way she wanted it to do, and with a long,
    loud sigh she pulled the jumper off from around her head and stuffed it into her
    satchel. She teleported down to the ground still in her clothes from the day before,
    Morgan gliding to her shoulder, and stomped over to the knot of adults still talking
    in loud voices. 'What?' she wrote. No one glanced up from their own
    discussion, however, and after several seconds of waiting she clapped her hands as
    loudly as she could.

    That thankfully caught their attention, and they all looked over at her and the
    question she had asked. "She looks like an angry kitten," was Jean Luc's
    first thought, which did not improve her mood any. "It is nothing, Hazel. You can go
    back to bed."

    'I no sleep if you talk loud like this. What. Happen?'

    Silent chuckles swept through the thoughts of the adults, and she shifted her
    tired glare between each of them in turn before returning her gaze to Jean Luc. "It
    is nothing so terrible as you may think. Grégorie noticed some strange signs in the
    forest for the last week or so, and it looks like there is a boar running around. We
    are just deciding how best to track it down and deal with it."

    'Deal with it?'

    Grégoire nodded. "Yeah. Boars are pretty good eating, but they can be a right pain
    in the butt to track down and hunt. They are also destructive wherever they go,
    eating anything at all that is edible—"

    "Because we are not lacking resources for this upcoming winter already,"
    Jean Luc thought to himself.

    "—and the last few times one was around, they came to the compound at night and
    tore stuff up, too." Grégoire sighed. "And on that this is almost certainly a
    magical boar, and that just makes it more complicated. That's about it, just
    need to get rid of it."

    Hazel's fingers were already moving. 'I can help.' After everything they
    had done for her in the last few months – taking her in, teaching her how to make
    magic potions, even throwing her her very first birthday party – there was no way she
    was going to ignore them when they had trouble of their own. She did not know exactly
    how she could help, not yet, but surely there was something she
    could do.

    Grégoire and Jean Luc looked at each other, almost as if they were having a silent
    conversation. Jean Luc's mind was filled with doubt, but Grégoire? "Having another
    pair of eyes would not hurt," he finally said. "If nothing else, she could climb a
    tree faster than I could to take a look from on high."

    "Somehow I doubt she would lower herself to simple climbing when she can
    teleport," Jean Luc thought with a small shake of his head. "If she wants to go
    and you want to take her with you, I will not say no. Not like either of you
    would listen anyway. You said you found most of the signs to the northeast?"

    "I did. It is where I thought I would start the search."

    "Okay then. Marcel and I will take the south and west, respectively. There are a
    few spells we can use to make sure the boar has not moved into those areas. I do not
    know they would be as useful for finding where it is, but if you
    cannot find it today we can search together tomorrow."

    Hazel nodded and asked Grégoire, 'Five minutes?' That should be more than
    enough time for her to change her clothes and use her cleaning spell to get her sweat
    and stink from the night before off her body. Honestly, she would probably be ready
    to go in just one minute.

    "Sounds good. I will meet you at the shed."

    Slipping inside Simone's cabin, sure enough it took her nearly no time at all to
    clean herself and her clothes and walk back outside. 'The shed' referred to the same
    little building where they had dragged the bodies of the dead deer the werewolves had
    killed the first day she was here, the same one that held Grégoire's hunting supplies
    and all the awful-smelling tanning potions he had used to start turning the hide into
    leather. He was standing outside waiting for her, a quiver full of arrows slung over
    his shoulder and a large wooden crossbow held in his callused hands. "Glad you did
    not need the full five minutes, although once you are a teenager I am sure that
    you will. Let's go."

    The woods of Compiègne were not small, and even searching a third of them would
    take time, so it did not surprise her that Grégoire was so insistent on starting
    immediately. What did surprise her, though, was how seriously everyone was taking it,
    and somehow the idea that a boar was wandering around eating roots and stuff did not
    explain it all either. Something he had said had her wondering, and after several
    minutes of walking deeper and deeper into the forest she asked, 'It magic?
    How?'

    Grégoire snorted when he looked up from the ground to read her message. "You did
    not think humans were the only species that sometimes has magic pop up where it was
    not before, did you? A few different animals can have that happen and develop strange
    traits and abilities. Pigs for sure. I've heard rumors of magical monkeys. I once
    trapped a crow that, considering it managed to escape from a cage I locked inside a
    wooden chest without having to open either of them, I'm damn sure was magical. There
    are some other animals that can have magic, too, I bet.

    "What matters today is that magical pigs and boars are nasty business. They become
    almost like trolls or giants in a way. They can grow real big, and they are faster
    and stronger and tougher than they should be even at that size. Eat more, too, which
    is why they are such a pest."

    Né-Moldus animals? Seriously? She shook her head. 'I never see magic
    animals.'

    "You wouldn't have, not with you being a Née-Moldus yourself. The government does
    not want knowledge of magic getting out to the Moldus, and super-strong pigs or
    teleporting crows would tip the Moldus off that something strange was happening. They
    track magic happening all over the country, and that means keeping an eye and an ear
    out for any signs of magical animals popping up. If they find one, generally they
    will kill it and make the Moldus think some wild animal or something got it."

    Not for the first time, Hazel wished she could just write out what she wanted to
    say in English and be understood. She had picked up enough French to be able to have
    basic conversations, but right now her questions were all more complicated than that.
    Number one was why it was so important to keep magic a secret. Uncle Vernon and Aunt
    Petunia would have hated magic being out and about around them, but they hated anyone
    and anything that did not perfectly match their idea of 'normal' even when magic was
    not involved, so that would have happened regardless. Considering how many people
    liked movies about space aliens or wizards or superheroes, anybody who did have magic
    would probably become instant celebrities.

    What she eventually had to settle for was, 'Why the secret that
    important?'

    "We've always been told that if Moldus found us, they would hate us and kill us.
    That has never made much sense to me since Né-Moldus were raised in that world and
    don't want all other wizards dead, but that is the thinking of the people who make
    these decisions. What we have been told their thinking is, anyway. What
    would actually happen, I do not know. Maybe it would be terrible, maybe it would be
    fine. Nobody knows, and nobody wants to find out in case the Moldus really would want
    us all dead.

    "But that is enough philosophy talk for now." He raised his hand for
    silence and knelt down on the ground. "Come take a look at this."

    She crouched down next to him. What he had found was a set of tracks in the dirt,
    two long indentations set side by side. Hooves, not paws. Hazel looked at him in
    confusion. They were looking for a gigantic pig, so why was he so excited about
    finding deer tracks?

    "This is a boar track. Your look said everything, even without you saying a
    word," he added when he looked over at her with a smile and a raised eyebrow.
    "It looks a lot like a deer's, but you see how the points of the hoof are spread out?
    A deer hoof has the points both straight forward. Then there are these little
    indents." His fingers touched two divots behind and slightly to the side of the main
    hoofmark. "Pigs have dew claws just like deer do, but they're too far to the side.
    Deer tracks are all on a line, pigs' are pulled more to the sides." Touching his
    fingers to the bottoms of the tracks, his smile faded. "Clear imprint, so it was
    made when the ground was wet. The bottom is dry now. Probably a day old or more.
    We need to keep moving. Knowing where it used to be does not tell us where it is
    now."

    For all that the nights were starting to cool off, the days were not. The higher
    the sun rose, though, the more confident Grégoire became. "Boars do not like the heat
    any more than you and I do," he said when she finally asked what had him in such a
    good mood. "The last few times we had a boar in the forest, they went to one of the
    nearby rivers around noontime. Cool off in the water, wallow in the mud, have a good
    time, then go back to digging and eating when the temperature drops again. There are
    a few streams this way."

    She would not mind a dip in a stream herself, honestly, but she trudged along
    after the older man. Maybe once this chore was taken care of. It took them another
    twenty minutes or so to stumble upon one of the streams he had mentioned, but not
    matter how she stretched her neck to look up and down the stream, she saw no massive
    pig or any other creature.

    "Not this one," he agreed. "Or not here, anyway. There's a little watering hole
    upriver if I remember right, but if the boar is not there we will have to keep
    looking."

    Hazel blew out her breath in a puff. There had to be a better way of tracking this
    thing down than wandering around blindly! She was a druid, for crying out loud! Magic
    dealing with nature was supposed to be her area of expertise.

    There was no reason she should not experiment, that was certain.
    This time she was the one who knelt, and her arms stretched out until she could dig
    most of her fingers into the mud that had formed along the stream's edge. She closed
    her eyes and breathed deep and slow. Reaching out with her magic, just like she did
    when she meditated, she let her very essence claw into the earth and the water and
    the air. I need help, she called out into the silence that seemed to fall
    over her. The river was muted, her breathing was almost nonexistent. She thought she
    could vaguely feel Grégoire's eyes staring at her, but none of the words he might be
    speaking could make it to her ears. We are looking for the boar that has entered
    these woods. Can anyone hear me? Can you show us where it has gone?

    The silence dragged on, but after many long seconds she heard something. A
    fluttering like wings, but nothing like the sound of Morgan's flight. She opened her
    eyes to discover that something truly was coming her way. It looked almost like a
    butterfly, but one larger than she had ever seen. Its wings were also not colorful
    splashes of color like a regular butterfly's, either. Instead it had wings patterned
    and colored like the leaves these trees would undoubtedly bear once autumn was here
    in full force. The spirit – for it was clearly no natural creature – flew until it
    was only a couple of feet in front of her and hovered there patiently.

    Will you help me, she asked. It did not reply by word or emotion or
    movement, and she cast her mind back to the only other time she had a peaceful
    interaction with a spirit. The entity that gave her the lavender lens she wore over
    her right eye now had taken her broken lens in exchange. She still did not understand
    why it would want a broken glasses lens, but it had. Taking a leap
    of faith, she told the butterfly spirit in front of her, I'm willing to make a
    trade.

    That seemed to be the sign the spirit wanted. It fluttered from its place before
    her and landed on her left arm, its spiny legs digging strangely but not really
    uncomfortably into the skin. Its head dipped towards her shoulder, and she winced as
    something sharp pinched into the flesh. The sting lasted only an instant; two or
    three instants after that, the spirit took off again and flapped away. The only sign
    that it had ever been there in the first place was the small bead of blood that
    welled up from the spot it had bitten and started rolling down her arm.

    "What the hell?!" Grégoire demanded. She looked up to find his eyes affixed firmly
    to the trail of blood on her arm. "Why would she hurt herself?
    How did she hurt herself?! Her hands were buried in the
    dirt."

    Hazel raised her hand to explain what had just happened, but as soon as one hand
    came free from the mud and muck she felt what she could only describe as a tugging
    sensation in her head. It was as if someone had threaded some string up her nose and
    glued it to the back of her skull, and now they were pulling on the string to make
    her go somewhere. I did ask the spirits to show me where the boar was, she
    reminded herself. Her hand was still up in the air, so with a shrug she wrote, 'I
    know where boar be.'

    "She… What?"

    The tug drew her away from the river and deeper into the woods, and she let her
    feet follow the pull. Grégoire stared at her with confusion swirling through his mind
    before he eventually started following as well. It did not take long before Hazel
    pulled herself partway up a tree that had fallen at an angle and stared at what she
    found. That is a big pig.

    The boar did not notice them, its snout shoveling dirt out of the way as it dug
    for roots or worms or whatever else it was after. It had to be six feet long at the
    least, and thick black hair coursed down its shoulders and back. It looked up, and
    while it was chewing its prize the two thick tucks reaching up from its jaw were on
    prominent display.

    "About two meters long," Grégoire said when he in turn looked over the tree.
    Pulling back the string of his crossbow, he loaded one of the thick bolts. "He's a
    big boy. I still do not know how you found him in the first place, but you did.
    Somehow. We need to shoot him in the side. That will give the best chance of
    injuring something important. If the first shot does not put him down, he'll be
    after us, and I do not like our chances of outrunning him."

    They needed to keep him still? Hazel's fingers tapped on her thigh. She strongly
    doubted she would be able to create a brand new construct in such a short amount of
    time. If she wanted to help out here, it would have to be something she already had.
    Unfortunately, nothing was coming to mind. That was something else she should have
    worked on, especially since it would have been very useful if she ever ran into
    something like the ghosts in de Rais's castle again—

    Wait.

    She thought back to that misadventure. The ghosts had all come after her, and in
    fact they had not just chased her but managed to grab her. Except then they let her
    go. It was not because they wanted to, not when they started chasing after her again
    as soon as she started running away, but something had made them go away. Something
    she did made them go away.

    All I did was tell them to go away, though. Could that really be enough?
    She had told them to go away… and she had been scared. It would not be the first time
    that fear had powered her magic. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more she
    wondered if she might have accidentally done the same thing with Morgan the first
    time they met. Her hand rose to pet her friend, who twittered comfortingly to her.
    She was not constantly keeping him under any kind of mind control, but when she
    wanted one of the birds she saw around Stonehenge to come to her, she had been
    frustrated and angry. And lo and behold, one had flown down to her just as she had
    demanded of them.

    Could she use the same thing here to deal with the boar? She still had no
    construct, so emotion would have to work instead to fuel her spell. Hazel closed her
    eyes and thought. Jean Luc had said he was worried about this boar eating all their
    food, food they already did not have much of. If they did not have food this winter,
    they could starve. This family of werewolves, this group of people who had
    accepted her when no one – no one – had ever done
    so before, could starve and look just like she had when she looked at her own
    reflection in that kind man's deli months ago.

    She pictured Jean Luc, Amorette, Grégoire, Simone, all with sunken eyes and cheeks
    while their arms and legs were little more than twigs. It did not take long to
    imagine these people, her friends, laying listlessly and lifelessly in their beds,
    too tired and weak to get up to get something, anything to eat. Too weak to survive.
    The only people she had in the whole wide world, gone.

    And it would be ALL. This creature's. FAULT.

    "…'Azel? What is wrong?"

    Her eyes opened, all of her attention and her anger firmly focused on the boar.
    Her left hand reached out towards it, her fingers curling like claws. She was not
    going to be the person to kill it, but she would do her part to protect her people,
    and that meant it was not going to run away. Go. To.
    Sleep.

    The boar stumbled, almost as if something had pushed it in the side. It shook its
    head and grunted a few times, but each one was softer than the last. Eventually it
    could not withstand her psychic assault any longer. Curling its legs beneath it, it
    laid down on the dirt and closed its eyes. Within seconds, the sound of its breathing
    had changed.

    And a second after that, the crossbow fired a bolt into its side.

    Sharp pain flashed between her eyes, forcing her to wince and blink a few times.
    When she could see again, she looked up to find that the boar was not dead, and it
    was no longer asleep. It was awake, in pain, and angry.

    "Shite shite shite," Grégoire thought, pulling back on the string of the
    crossbow as fast as he could. Another bolt was already in his hand, just waiting for
    the bow to be ready.

    The boar climbed to its feet, and Hazel knew they were out of time. She had one
    other thing that might work to keep it from charging them the way it looked like it
    was about to. Flexing her wrist once, she gripped her magical dart between two
    fingers and flung her arm out. The dart flew, sparks trailing it along its path, and
    it sank into the flesh of the boar just behind its front legs. Blood poured out the
    hole she made, but the beast was still alive. It wheeled around and, seeing them, let
    out a bellow and charged.

    Another dart appeared in her hand and was thrown, this one carving a furrow in the
    flesh of its forehead. It still ran, its legs carrying it forward faster than she
    would have guessed they could.

    The crossbow twanged again, and the bolt flew true. By the time she saw it hit,
    the bolt had already sunk most of its length into the animal's neck. This finally did
    something to the boar, and it staggered forwards for another six feet before crashing
    heavily into the ground and skidding to a stop.

    "Oh, thank goodness," Grégoire said in a voice of pure relief. "I was worried that
    would not be enough. I do not know what she was doing, but I saw blood fly for a
    second. Did she have some way to hurt it? I guess that was her plan B, because
    that was… impressive, what you did. Putting it to sleep, I mean. I did not know you
    could do that."

    'I not know either.'

    "That does not exactly fill me with confidence. Well, it worked. This guy
    will not cause us any more trouble." Looping the strap of the crossbow over his
    shoulder, Grégoire walked out from behind the tree and looked down at the dead boar.
    "Now we just need to figure out how we will get him back to the compound."

    

    August rolled into September, and the weather started turning colder faster than
    Hazel or anyone else in the commune expected. Jackets and jumpers were pulled out of
    boxes, and Grégoire spent most of his days out in the woods filling bag after bag
    with acorns that he said would be ground up into flour for breads and porridge. Jean
    Luc and Elise spent more time together, him working out finances again and her making
    runs to different shopping districts all over the country to gather nonperishable
    groceries. Despite it only just now turning to autumn, it was clear that everyone was
    already gearing up for the winter.

    And that meant it was time for her to move on.

    She rapped three times on Jean Luc's door and stepped inside. 'I think it is
    time for me to leave,' she told him, writing out her words in English rather
    than French. This was something she did not want to be misunderstood, and that meant
    not using a language she was still not entirely proficient in.

    "Leave?" he asked in confusion. His question made Elise look up from where she was
    flipping through a newspaper for coupons. "Leave where? Where would you go?"

    'I never planned to stay in France forever. I did not expect to stay as long
    as I did,' she admitted. 'I'm headed to Germany for a bit. There are some
    things I want to check out there.'

    France had, sadly, not given her much in terms of ancient magical sites to
    investigate. German folklore, on the other hand, was absolutely full of tales of
    magical monsters and witches. Hopefully she would have more luck looking for things
    further east.

    'Besides,' she continued, 'I know you are worried about having enough
    food and supplies for everybody this winter. I leave, and that is one less mouth to
    feed. I can take care of myself in the winter. I have done it before.'

    "Jean Luc, what is she saying?" Elise asked. "All I can see is that it is
    written in English, and I never learned that language."

    Jean Luc's expression bordered on heartbroken as he turned to look at Elise. "She
    plans to leave us."

    'Not forever! Just for the winter. I will come back in the spring, I
    promise.'

    "A promise to come back does not change that you are talking about heading out
    into the cold on your own. We can take care of ourselves and you as well."

    'But that would just make things harder when they don't have to be. I really,
    really appreciate that you are worried about me,' she told him, 'but you do
    not have to be. I will be fine.'

    "Maybe you will," he admitted, "but that does not mean we cannot help. None of
    us could live with ourselves if something happened to you because you left trying to
    protect us. Elise, do you think you could grab one of the copper pots and put
    together a pouch of basic ingredients? Elise and Amorette have told me on several
    occasions that you have an interest in potions," he explained, "and the least we
    could do is give you the tools to make them while you are out on your own."

    'You do not have to do that,' she protested. There were several potions
    she had learned to make, although if she were honest most of them she would not need
    to make thanks to her own abilities. Burn creams and pain relievers would be more
    useful were she not able to heal her own injuries, and likewise with the magical
    superglue that could only be dissolved with another specific potion. She could fix
    anything that was broken, although now that she thought about it, it could be useful
    to stick things together that had not originally been one thing.

    She had never been in a position where she had needed that ability, but she could
    not say that she would never need it.

    "We do not have to do it, no. That does not mean we will
    not."

    It took a few minutes, but Elise came back with one of the big copper cooking pots
    they made their potions in and a bag Hazel could already tell was filled with all
    sorts of ingredients. Reluctantly she took the presents, more gifts from people that
    had little enough of their own to start with, and carefully stuffed both of them into
    her satchel. 'Merci,' she wrote, showing it to both Elise and Jean Luc.

    "It is the least we can do," Jean Luc told her. "I am serious about us being able
    to take care of you. If you run into trouble or simply cannot live out there on
    your own, you are always welcome to come back. I know you have your ways of
    getting places quickly."

    Hazel gave her thanks to them again and slipped away before they could try to
    argue against her leaving any more than they already had. From the sad glare Elise
    shot at Jean Luc while she was doing that, it was an argument that would continue
    even without her.

    There has to be something we can do for them, she told Morgan as she
    walked quickly away from the compound. They have been so kind to us, never asking
    for a single thing in return. They welcomed us even though they have practically
    nothing to spare. Can you think of anything?

    Her friend cheeped mournfully, and she sighed. She did not feel right just
    leaving. What could she do to help them out? Even a short run of good luck for them
    would be better than nothing!

    Thinking of good luck made her mind wander back to the deli in Tavistock she had
    visited months ago. Before she left, she had tried to leave a blessing for him. Could
    she do the same here? There was no single building she could touch like she had then,
    but maybe there were other options.

    It did not take her long to gather four acorns, and then using the point of her
    shears she poked a hole in the tip of her left pinky finger. It was not a deep cut,
    but it was enough for her to rub some blood over the acorns. A burst of green
    lighting sealed the cut up. The next thing she pulled out of her bag was the compass
    she had stolen months ago, and she did her best to judge where due south was from the
    center of the commune.

    One finger she wiggled into the dirt, just enough to make a small pit in which she
    dropped one of the bloodied acorns. Blood had been important for closing the gate to
    the Greenwild beneath Glastonbury Tor, and that weird butterfly spirit had taken some
    blood in exchange for its help. She had no idea if adding her blood to this blessing
    would do anything at all, but it was possible that it might add some extra oomph.
    That possibility was good enough for her.

    Not a single cruel soul lives within this compound, she told the woods
    around her and the earth beneath her as she covered the hole with the acorn. They
    are kind, and they give with no thought of reward or whether they would be better off
    keeping what they have to themselves. I am not a werewolf, and yet they accepted me
    as one of their own almost immediately. Yet despite their kindness, they are hated
    and feared for something they have no control over. Her mind went back to the
    attitudes of the Republican Guards who had harassed them, but she shoved that away.
    She did not want indignation, no matter how righteous, interfering with this. All
    I ask is that these people – these kind, loving people – be protected from those who
    would wish them harm undeserved. Keep them safe, and let their generosity be returned
    threefold.

    Her blessing given, she checked her compass and jumped to the opposite end of the
    compound. She recited the same blessing as best as she could remember it, and buried
    another acorn. Then she did the same to the west, and then to the east.

    She may not be able to touch the compound as a whole, but she could surround it
    and the people who lived within with her prayer for protection.

    Morgan chirped, and she brushed her hands off and nodded. Yeah, you're right.
    We've done what we can. I hope it's enough.

    But the sun is still moving forwards, and it is time for us to hit the road
    again.

    

    Before anyone asks or blindly tries to criticize, yes, wild pigs and boars
    are still present in France. The idea of boar hunting isn't something that ended in
    the Renaissance. From what I could find, about 15,000 were killed in 1990
    alone.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    19. Eastward Bound
  

  
    Winlyn: Some of the magic Hazel can do or will be able to do are
    so alien to the modern wizard mindset that they don't even have laws about it! Like
    her blessing. Any wizard who knows what blood magic is will know instantly that what
    she did ISN'T typical blood magic, but it still involved blood, so what is it?

    Hazel SHOULDN'T be able to cross borders freely (the E.U. didn't open their orders
    within the bloc until 1995), but when she can simply teleport past border crossings,
    it isn't like anybody can stop her.

    Zasha the Cat: Whether what Hazel can do is just a different
    application of normal human magic or a completely different kind of magic from what
    wizards use is something that nobody, not even Hazel, knows.

    DRWPJT: The werewolves do NOT know that she can read minds.
    Grégoire's comment was due to him reading the expression on her face.

    "Will we ever see the results of Hazel's blessings?": We'll just
    have to see.

    

    Chapter 19
Eastward Bound

    The werewolf commune was in the southwestern portion of the Compiègne Forest,
    which meant in order to get to Germany Hazel and Morgan had a good long path they
    needed to travel. Studying her maps, it was clear that just getting to the Black
    Forest – which was only the first stop she had planned – would take her nearly two
    weeks of walking.

    Not for the first time, she was glad she did not have to bother with school any
    longer. If she had to explore in between classes, she did not think she would ever
    get anywhere. There was just too much to see and too much to learn in the world.

    Her route mostly paralleled a road that should get her at least to the border
    between France and Germany, but she had no intention of making herself easy to spot.
    She had not wanted to deal much with well-meaning adults who wanted to 'help' her
    when she first started out, and that was before she had a bottomless bag full of
    potion ingredients. More questions would be asked than she really wanted, and
    considering how important wizards believed keeping non-magical Moldus out of their
    affairs, she doubted the werewolves would appreciate her spilling the beans to the
    first person who pulled aside to check on her. It was easier for her just to stay out
    of sight.

    Personally, she was torn on the idea of hiding magic from regular people. She was
    fuzzy on just what made wizards and druids start hiding in the first place other than
    what Grégoire had said about wizards being afraid they would be hunted down. Whether
    that was still the case or not, she did not know. On the other hand, the fact that
    everything was hidden away made her very concerned about Nés-Moldus who, just like
    her, were magical in a world without magic. How many kids lived in homes where their
    strange abilities were feared and despised, just as hers had been when she lived in
    Number 4? How many people's lives would be improved by having a place to go where
    they would be accepted for who they were?

    The road she was following curved to start tracing the edges of yet another
    forest, and Hazel's steps moved farther away so she could plunge into the sea of
    trees. So long as she kept the road to her right side, she would be able to find it
    when she came out the other side of the woods. She had to go in a roughly
    southeasterly direction, so even if she lost the road she could just follow her
    compass. It was not as if she had not double-checked a few times already that she was
    going in the correct direction—

    Something tingled at the edge of her perception, and Hazel
    stopped in her tracks. What was that? Her head swiveled as she looked all around her.
    She was curious about what that was, but that did not mean she could not be cautious.
    Step one was to make absolutely sure that whatever strange feeling she had was not
    the result of something dangerous and hungry sneaking up on her. Squeezing her left
    eye shut tight, she focused on just what she could see through her right eye and her
    monocle. Invisibility would not help anything trying to sneak up on her.

    Her worried gaze landed on nothing but the trees around her.

    That was… good. It was good. Nothing was trying to eat her, so she was safe. Her
    caution satisfied, her curiosity came back in full force. The tingle was still there
    and unchanged from how it felt when she first noticed it. What was it?

    Her feet led her deeper into the woods, and the further she walked the stronger
    the tingle became until suddenly, it was gone. What took its place was a low, deep
    hum, almost too quiet for her to hear. It was just loud enough for her to follow,
    though, and moving as stealthily as she could she proceeded onwards. Her eyes and
    ears were still on the lookout for anything, anything at all, that was out of the
    ordinary.

    Moving around yet another tree, Hazel stopped and stared. The source of the hum
    was before her, and it was just another maple tree no different than all the others
    she could see nearby. The hum was louder now, but despite the change in volume she
    still barely hear it.

    Dog whistles are too high-pitched for humans to hear, she reminded
    herself. Could this be the same, but it's too low
    for me to hear it?

    Whatever the cause, it had clearly led her here. What was different about this
    tree, she wondered as she stepped closer. Was it a dryad's tree, the home of a nature
    spirit? Or was it just magical? She had never heard of a magical tree before, but
    then again she had never heard of magical animals before she and Grégoire went
    hunting for the boar. There was still so much of this hidden world of magic that she
    did not know about that she should not assume anything.

    Standing beneath its boughs, she glanced up. Were the branches moving all on their
    own?! No, that was not it. She blinked a few times and smiled. It was not the
    branches that were moving, but instead a number of creatures that looked like twigs
    but ran around on two legs like little people. If it were not for the thrum of the
    tree pulsing right in front of her, she might have thought it was these
    twig-creatures that were making the hum.

    Was the tree calling to her, and that was why she heard it? Hazel thought for a
    moment before shaking her head. There was no way the tree could have known she was
    nearby. More likely this was a tree's version of purring, a not-quite-sound it made
    because it was content. She did not want to bother it if that were the case.

    But. She looked up at the numerous branches, and an idea tickled the inside of her
    skull. Wizards had wands, as proven by both the werewolves and the standing stones in
    Shervage Woods. Those stones also depicted a group of magicians who carried staves.
    Those would be the druids. Druids used staves, something she did not have, and there
    had to be a reason for it.

    She had never needed one of her own, but she also did not know what they did.
    There must be some benefit since druids like her did not actually
    need such a thing to cast spells. Making a staff was not a priority, but considering
    she had a magical tree of all things right in front of her…

    Reaching out her hand until it pressed fully against the trunk, she closed her
    eyes. Hello, she told the tree. My name is Hazel. I was wondering, would
    it be okay with you if I took one of your branches? I want to make a staff — she
    sent it a mental picture of herself with a walking stick — but I didn't want to
    take one of your branches without asking for permission.

    The pulsing of the tree did not change beneath her hand, but it also did not reply
    in any way. Was this a no? A maybe? Was it considering her request, or was it waiting
    for something? That question almost made her slap herself. Of course. If this was a
    dryad's tree, it would be the third time she had interacted with a spirit, and even
    if it were not a spirit but just a magical tree, it still seemed to have more
    awareness than a typical plant.

    Spirits or magical entities were not going to give something up for free. In their
    shoes, she would not either.

    I am willing to discuss a bargain with you. Is there anything you would like
    me to give you or do for you in exchange for one of your branches?

    In the darkness behind her closed eyelids, colors faded into view. This tree in
    its little clearing, its leaves entirely red instead of the half-green-half-red they
    were now. Little brown 'V's fluttered out of its branches and landed on the ground,
    but once they touched they withered and vanished. An emotion passed through her mind,
    something muted but tinged with… regret? Sadness? Disappointment? Hazel was not
    sure.

    The scene changed. Now she saw the tree as it was already, and another seed pod
    fell. The pod stayed in view, but everything around it faded and swirled. When the
    background came back into focus, Hazel saw a field without any nearby trees. The seed
    pod touched the ground and sank into it. A small twig poked out from the ground where
    the seed had disappeared, and as she watched that twig grew with impossible speed
    into another tree that scattered its own seeds. More trees sprouted from the ground
    until she no longer was looking at an empty field but a young, lush forest.

    The vision faded, but she thought she understood the request behind it. I
    would be happy to take your seed somewhere it can grow and thrive.

    Something light pressed on the top of her head, and Hazel opened her eyes and
    reached up to touch it. What her hand pulled down into view was one of those angled
    seed pods she had seen. It seemed the tree was not playing around.

    She held up the seed pod in view of the tree's trunk and dropped it into her
    satchel. The next empty space she saw on her trip, she would plant the seed and let
    it do its thing. Best she could tell, the vision did not involve any more work on her
    end than that. Looking up at the numerous branches above her, she asked, Is there
    a branch you think would be best for me to take?

    As she watched, a leafless branch maybe ten feet off the ground flexed faintly. It
    looked almost as if it were being blown by the wind, but all the other branches were
    still, and she heard no wind. It could only be intentional. Nodding to herself, she
    jumped—

    —and straddled the thick branch the branch she was after had grown off of. Morgan
    hopped off her shoulder and landed on a different twig, chirping once or twice but
    otherwise just keeping an eye on what she was doing. She pressed her chest against
    the large branch and reached down for the smaller one. It bent rather easily in her
    hands. She pulled and pulled, scooting herself closer to the trunk bit by bit, and
    after shifting a couple of feet she heard a series of cracks and snaps. One more hard
    tug, and the branch snapped off.

    Hazel grinned to herself and looked up only to see one of the twig-creatures
    standing in front of her. It really did look like a little man, she could not help
    but notice, maybe four inches tall with a couple of leaves coming off its head like
    hair and with relatively big black eyes staring at her. What was not human-looking
    were the two long, sharp fingers growing from its hands. As she watched, those
    fingers curled and relaxed. The twig-man was watching her, but it was not acting
    aggressively or anything. She gave him it a wave and rolled off the large branch—

    —so she would reappear on the ground. Much nicer than actually falling that whole
    distance.

    Plopping her butt onto the dirt at the foot of the tree, she leaned back and
    looked over the branch in her hand. If she had felt bad at first that she was getting
    a staff in exchange for such a piddling task as taking the seed somewhere else, she
    no longer did. This branch did not have any leaves or any twigs coming off it, and
    the end was crooked and almost zigzagged rather than being straight. It clearly was
    not doing the tree any good, and sadly the more she looked at it the less she thought
    it would really work as a staff. It was just too twisted.

    Or, she considered as she looked the branch up and down, could she do something to
    fix that? Healing it would not do any good because being bent like this was still
    natural, and she did not have any spells per se that would make the wood straighten
    out. That did not mean she had nothing to try.

    If this was to be her staff, she needed to show it to her magic and get them to
    work together. That did not necessarily require a spell.

    Hazel leaned against the trunk of the tree and laid the branch across her crossed
    legs. Closing her eyes, she pushed her magic outwards. Just like the other times she
    had meditated, she imagined roots reaching out from below her. Now, though, branches
    lifted themselves from her shoulders and her hair, and from her hands came vines that
    wound themselves around the staff. She took a deep breath in and let it out, then
    repeated the process. With each exhale, her magic pulsed through the branches and the
    roots and the vines; her inhale pulled magic back from the ground and air, but not
    the branch. She wanted the magic in the branch to stay there. She imagined she could
    feel the branch almost like a foot that had fallen asleep, and she willed it to
    stretch out so she could get rid of the pins and needles feeling.

    As she breathed in and out and coaxed the branch into behaving, she slowly became
    aware of a headache building behind her eyes. It was not unbearable, but she could
    feel it growing stronger and stronger with each pulse of her magic. It was like when
    she had done her chain-jumping to get to the Mermaid's Pool, though not nearly as
    strong. Was this what happened when she pushed her magic to its limit? It had never
    happened when she meditated before, but then again she had also never tried reshaping
    a tree branch while meditating.

    Opening her eyes, Hazel had to wait a moment for her vision to adjust to the
    sudden darkness. The sun had not completely set, not yet, but its remaining light was
    easily matched by the nearly full moon that was rising overhead. It had been the
    middle of the afternoon when she entered these woods; could several hours have really
    passed already? A shake of her head, and she looked down at the branch before her
    eyes widened in astonishment.

    What lay in her lap was no twisted tree branch. It was a long, straight staff,
    tapering gently from top to bottom but not coming to a true point. The vast majority
    of the bark was gone to reveal a yellowish white wood. What little bark was left were
    more flecks than anything else, all congregated at the end where the broken end of
    the branch had smoothed over into a rounded head. Quiet chittering came from her
    sides, and she turned her head to meet the gaze of a twig-man. Just one of many, in
    fact. Several of them had climbed down the tree to wrap themselves around her arms
    and shoulders and, from the itchy feeling of her scalp, had even perched on her head.
    A twitter from a few feet away turned out to be Morgan hopping backwards with his
    wings spread as a pair of twig-men advanced, their two-fingered hands outstretched as
    if to pet his feathers.

    Thanks for the company, I guess, but I need to get up now, she told them.
    Matching action with words, she pushed herself to her feet and pressed her left hand
    against the tree's trunk again. The twig-men took advantage of the impromptu bridge
    she offered and scuttled down her arm onto the tree, their long fingers giving them
    excellent purchase between the chunks of bark as they climbed rapidly back to the
    boughs from whence they came.

    Once she had rid herself of all her hanger-ons, she returned her attention to her
    new staff. It was clear to her now that it was upright that her staff was as long as
    she was tall, but for all that it did not feel unwieldy. It just felt sturdy.

    She tapped the butt of the staff against the ground. Do you do anything
    special, she asked the staff. To her absolute lack of surprise, it did not
    respond in any way.

    Morgan flew back to his typical spot on her shoulder, and she shrugged. I have
    a staff now. I still don't know why druids used them, but it's mine. Maybe I'll
    figure out what makes them special later.

    Anyway. Onward! She pointed the top of her staff in the direction she had
    been traveling before she made this little detour. We still have a whole other
    country to get to, and we are wasting moonlight.

    

    Hazel slipped beneath another fallen tree and looked down at the small valley the
    tree had hidden. All around her stood tall trees of all kinds, their canopies
    blocking out nearly all sunlight from above. It made her walk an easy one as there
    was little to no underbrush, but it also gave the woods a foreboding, eerie feeling,
    as if there might well be something dangerous and lethal always just out of
    sight.

    It was, she supposed, an appropriate feeling for the Black Forest to evoke.

    This had been the first place she wanted to stop in Germany for a few different
    reasons. First, the Black Forest featured prominently in several of the Brothers'
    Grimm fairy tales. From what she had found in her research, the Brothers had not made
    up these stories so much as collected them from all over Germany. These were folk
    tales, and as she had proven when she stumbled onto the standing stones of Shervage
    Wood and the road to the Greenwild and the Mermaid's Pool and the rift at Elva Hill,
    the old Celtic folk tales were more right than most people gave them credit for
    nowadays. The same might just be the case for the German variants.

    Second, so many of her self-discoveries and new ideas had come while surrounded by
    nature, not necessarily in cities of men. That only made sense considering the
    connection between her magic and the natural world. If she wanted a place to
    meditate, an ancient forest would be the best place to do so, although after being
    here she was starting to have her doubts about how good of an idea that would be. If
    there was magic here, it was not the kindly sort.

    Third, she had learned her lesson from the last time she entered a new country.
    After leaving the forest where she made her staff and finding somewhere with
    recognizable landmarks, she had jumped back to the library in Bristol and borrowed an
    introductory book on the German language and its grammar as well as a dictionary.
    Much to her displeasure, it looked like she was going to have to deal with different
    endings on words just the same as the French did, although German did not seem to be
    quite as complicated as French in that regard. Flipping through those books had been
    what she spent every night of the last two weeks and change doing. It slowed her
    travel down some, but she would rather take an extra couple of days getting here than
    show up early with no idea how to write the language. Exploring the woods gave her a
    few more days to get the language down than heading straight to a town would do.

    She glanced up at the tree canopies again. It was getting late, which meant it was
    probably close to time for her to return to her campsite. Not that her camp was
    really worth the name since all it contained was an extinguished fire pit. Thanks to
    the lessons Grégoire had given her over the last couple of months about how to
    survive in the wild woods, she now knew how to keep a fire going through the night
    and how to stay warm when she nestled herself in the branches of trees to sleep.
    Trees were not as comfortable to sleep on as the cot she had used in Simone's
    cottage, but it was no worse than any of the places she had slept within when she was
    wandering around England.

    Regardless, she would need to make her way back. Just jumping back was an option,
    but that meant she could not explore more of the woods. If she walked back, she could
    cover more ground, and it was not as if getting lost was currently a problem. Hazel
    looked over at the staff she held in her right hand. She had not really noticed it on
    the way over here, but in the last several days as she explored the Black Forest she
    had realized that whenever she wanted to return to camp, her feet always seemed to
    know how to get there even when her head was sure she was completely lost.

    She took a step and slid down the slope of the hill on which she stood into the
    valley below. It ran basically perpendicular to the route she had taken, so it would
    make sense for her to walk along it for another hour or so before turning back and
    searching another area of the forest back towards her camp. If she were lucky, she
    might even run into some berry bushes or some squirrels or something. Hunting was not
    her favorite thing to do, nor was the actual butchering of the animals she killed,
    but the more fresh game she ate the less she needed the canned food in her satchel,
    which meant the longer she could go before she had to sneak into a store and take
    more.

    Hazel pulled her torch out of her bag and flipped it on. She wanted to be able to
    see any prints in the ground, which would tell her if there were anything to—

    What was that?

    Kneeling down, she reached out one hand and prodded a larger print than she had
    expected. It had sharper edges than many of the animal prints Grégoire had shown her,
    and it was much more regular. Semicircular in shape, it looked almost like… Hazel
    walked around to the other side of the print and nodded. It did not
    look like a boot print; it was a boot print. And it
    was pointing further down the valley.

    Now that she knew what she was looking for, she could see other prints further off
    that were also pointed in that direction. She did not know how old the prints were,
    but they were here in the middle of the forest with no other signs that anybody lived
    nearby. Where were they headed?

    She started walking, her eyes all but glued to the ground to make sure she did not
    lose the trail she was following. Five minutes passed, then ten and fifteen. The sun
    completely vanished from sight, night overtaking the forest, and with only her torch
    to light the way she continued onwards.

    After an hour, she reached the tracks' destination. Here in the middle of the
    woods stood a small wooden cabin. A dim light shone from the windows, not the yellow
    or white of typical lights but a pale blue, and the closer Hazel crept the clearer
    she could hear voices coming from within. People lived here, that was for sure, but
    were they wizards or regular people? That she did not know.

    She stepped up to the door and raised her hand to knock when she stopped. The last
    time she went into a possibly magical building where she did not know what was
    inside, she had been attacked by hungry spirits and could not jump out to safety.
    There was no telling whether that same magic might be here. There were no enchanted
    chains in sight, but that did not necessarily mean anything. She needed to be sure
    she could escape if everything went south on her.

    A small jump, and she reappeared ten feet away from the house just as she had
    wanted. She nodded to herself, now secure in the fact that she could get herself to
    safety, and returned to the door. Lifting her staff this time, she rapped three times
    on the door.

    The voices stopped for several seconds, and then a woman called out, "Komm
    herein."

    That sounded mostly like what Hazel thought was German for 'come in', so with a
    mental shrug she opened the door and stepped inside. The cabin was not all that
    large, and from what she could see most of the building was taken up by the large
    room she had entered. A long table with three chairs stood in the middle of the room,
    already set for dinner. The back portion of this living space was clearly being used
    as a kitchen based on the strings of herb bundles that dangled from the ceiling along
    with a number of dead rabbits. There was no television or radio in sight, but the
    side of the room furthest from the door had several low bookshelves with a few books
    and decks of cards and what looked like different game boards stacked on top. The
    entire room was lit by several glass lanterns and lamps and even a couple of Mason
    jars that all held flickering blue flames within. It was very clearly a magical
    home.

    The inhabitants were no less strange. Three women, one clearly middle-aged and one
    who looked to be in her twenties sitting in the chairs at the table, while the last
    who appeared to be only a little younger than the first had risen from her own chair
    and taken a step towards the door. What made them odd was that even in the blue light
    from the lanterns their skin was a pale green, and while they all had long noses the
    two older women's were heavily warted. Not wanting to be rude, Hazel lifted her
    finger and in sparks wrote, 'Hallo'.

    A snort came from the oldest woman. "Dumb little girl to wander in here. She
    looks so juicy and tender."

    The woman who had risen from the table smiled at her with crooked, pointed teeth.
    She spoke in German, but her thoughts were, just like the werewolves', easily
    understood. "Hello, little wand-waver. You are far from home, are you not?"

    'Yes.' Hazel pulled out her dictionary and flipped through the pages for
    a moment to find the word she wanted. 'Exploring the forest. Then I found your
    house.' She tilted her head. 'You are not human.'

    "Then you must be alone. No, we are not."

    Green skin, covered in warts, living in a cabin in the forest, and – if the other
    woman's thoughts were any indication – ate children? She was pretty sure she knew
    what she was dealing with now. 'Hags?'

    The woman, the hag, chuckled and started walking closer. "Very good. If you know
    what we are, you also know this is not a place for curious little boys and girls. You
    look like you would make a nice snack."

    The other hags stood up from the table, their intent clear. Hazel could feel fear
    bubbling in her chest, but strangely it was not as strong as it had been when she
    faced the ghosts beneath de Rais's tower. Was it because she knew escape was just a
    jump away? Because she had something to protect herself with now? Suiting action to
    thought, she let go of her staff for a moment so she could bend her left hand back
    and forth and close her fingers over the starry dart that appeared.

    The hag she had been talking to shifted her gaze over to her hand when it moved
    but seemed to relax when nothing visible happened. In that moment of distraction,
    Hazel wrote, 'I prefer to talk.'

    "Yes, most do. You would do better running." The hag took another step and
    suddenly stopped. Her nostrils flared as she took several long, deep breaths.
    "What is that smell?"

    Now that was just mean! She might not ready access to a shower or a bathtub, but
    she used her cleaning spell on herself every day without fail. She knew she did not
    stink! 'I wash myself.'

    "Mother, what is wrong?" asked the youngest of the hags.

    The mother hag shook her head and stared at Hazel with luminous yellow eyes. "What
    are you? You smell like hag magic."

    That pronouncement caught the others' attention, and the youngest hag hurried to
    her mother's side and also took several sniffs. "You are right, Mother. I smell some
    wand-waver magic on her, but little. It is almost hidden."

    "She is too young to carry a wand, Hedwig."

    "That is not what I mean." Hedwig leaned closer to Hazel's staff and smelled
    before shaking her head and slipping out of sight behind Hazel's back. A few sniffs
    came from right next to her ear. "Here. Her earrings are all the wand-waver I smell.
    The staff and… this bag are what smell like us." The hag's face popped back into view
    only to frown. Grabbing Hazel's head in hands far stronger than they first appeared,
    Hedwig leaned closer to her face to smell some more. "What in the world? Mother, her
    eyepatch. It… Tell me what you think."

    Her head was turned to face the mother hag, and she sighed. The worry that she was
    going to be eaten had been supplanted by utter confusion, at least for the moment,
    but while she was fine not being treated as dinner she would also appreciate not
    being manhandled like this.

    The mother took several more deep inhalations from around her monocle. "You are
    right. It smells like the scoured clearing. What dealings do you have with spirits,
    girl?"

    'My name is Hazel, not girl,' she told them with a scowl. 'And I talk
    to whoever I want. Now what do you mean that I smell like hag magic?'

    "Exactly that. These were made by hags, not humans." The older hag's expression
    turned dark. "No hag would just give her Makings to a wand-waver, though.
    Who did you steal them from?"

    'I did not steal them! I made them on my own.'

    Hedwig's eyes shot to her mother. "She knows the Making?"

    "That is not possible. Wand-wavers cannot do such a thing, but… if that is the
    case, how does she have these things on her? She should not have been able to
    overpower one of us without one of her people's wands, and no hag would give up such
    treasures without a fight. If she did not steal them, how else could she have
    obtained them?" The mother hag's face softened, though she still wore a frown.
    "You claim to have made these yourself?"

    Hazel nodded.

    "Very well. In the morning, we will test that. You may stay here for the night,
    and if you run, we will know you for a liar and hunt you down."

    She doesn't sound like she'll take no for an answer, does she?, Hazel
    asked Morgan. Her friend just kept looking around without any display of fear, but
    then again, he was not the one they wanted to eat. She had no idea how good their
    sense of smell was, and the mental picture of them chasing after her on all fours
    like bloodhounds was more disturbing than it was amusing. 'You promise I am safe
    tonight?'

    "Yes. You will not be disturbed," the hag said with a long look at the oldest of
    the trio. "Not tonight. We will see what tomorrow brings. If your words are
    false, I will take great pleasure in sucking the marrow from your bones. If you are
    telling the truth… I do not know what that will mean."

    Dismissing the dart between her fingers, Hazel drummed her fingertips against her
    staff. On the face of it, this seemed extremely foolish. The hags had admitted they
    wanted to eat her. But if they were truthful about leaving her alone? She had no clue
    what they meant about her staff and her bag smelling like hag magic, but it sounded
    like they knew more about them than she did. Maybe they had answers to other
    questions she had?

    And if all else failed, there was no reason she could not just jump to safety,
    secure in the knowledge that the Grimm stories held at least some truth.

    'Very well. I look forward to tomorrow.'

    

    Funny thing, from my reading the German word "Hexe" can mean both hag and
    witch. I would assume that witches in Harry Potter's Germany would call themselves
    something else, probably something more closely related to the word for
    wizard.

    My notes are all sorted now. Germany will take the same number of chapters
    as France, and then we're back to jolly old England.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    20. Holiday with Hags
  

  
    ArcWraith: The fact that hags are mentioned all of twice in the
    entire series and have rarely if ever been used in fanfiction (certainly I've never
    seen any stories featuring them in any real role during my decade of reading HP
    fanfic) is one of several reasons I wanted to include them here. The other is that
    (per Pottermore) they only have "rudimentary magic" that they use to brew potions,
    which fits SO well with my observation that the series is heavy on wizardry but
    extremely light on and even dismissive of witchcraft. Obviously in this story hags
    can do a bit more than wizards realize.

    Kenneth: I cannot speak for ALL fanfic authors, but when it comes
    to my stories, I change characters to be "unrecognizable" because sometimes that is
    what is necessary to tell the story I want to tell. This story, for instance. Harry
    from canon just did not have the drive or the curiosity to do… well, ANYTHING that
    Hazel has done thus far. I can't write a tale of exploring the forgotten history of
    magic with canon Harry; it simply is not possible. At the same time, people like
    fanfiction featuring the canon protagonist because that is the character who THINGS
    HAPPEN TO and who have the most interesting tale. It's just the nature of
    storytelling.

    Dadycoool: I wondered who would pick up on the strangeness with
    the bowtruckles. :-) You're right, they are said in canon to attack anyone who tries
    to take anything from their tree, which is why wandcrafters have to distract them
    with woodlice bait. Hazel, however, didn't TAKE from the tree; she ASKED and was
    offered that branch. Wandmakers wouldn't have nearly as much trouble if they would
    just be polite.

    As for the hags, that's going to get real interesting right about… now.

    

    Chapter 20

    Holiday with Hags

    Hazel blinked as she stepped out the door of the hag's cabin into the bright
    morning sunlight. Her eyes stung and watered even as she tried her best to hide her
    yawn. One reason was because while the cabin was not necessarily dark, it was
    certainly dimmer than the outside. The other reason?

    Her night had – for some reason or another – not been the most restful she ever
    had.

    She would not have accepted an offer of a bed even had such an offer been made,
    but the hags had been more than willing to let her spend the night in one of the
    upholstered chairs from around the table. Her sleep was fitful, and even as light of
    a sleeper as she normally was she was especially alert. Any creak, any rustle, had
    her eyes opening and her mind and magic shooting to full wakefulness.

    For all her worries, though, none of those late night sounds had been the hags
    trying to sneak up on her for a quick nibble. She saw neither hide nor hair of them
    until the youngest hag, Hedwig, had entered the living room still half asleep and
    wrapped up in a thick coat before stomping out the door into the predawn light. Not
    even a single glance had been made in Hazel's direction.

    The other hags started waking up perhaps half an hour after Hedwig's departure, at
    which time Hazel gave up any further sleep as a lost dream. Quickly changing clothes,
    she was ready to head out into the bright sunlight in which she now stood.

    The morning sunlight did more than just make her eyes water, however. It also
    highlighted some aspects of her 'hosts' that she had missed in the dim blue light
    from their strange lamps and jars. For all that the hags were just about a head
    taller than her, their arms were disproportionately long. If they ever let their arms
    actually dangle, their hands would probably come down almost to their knees, but both
    of the green women kept their arms bent and pulled up to the height of their waists.
    Looking at their arms also made her focus more on their hands and the long, grey
    nails coming off their fingers.

    The less personable of the hag women, the one whose thoughts the previous night
    had been entirely focused on eating her rather than the one who held something like a
    conversation, noticed her evaluation and raised one hand, curling and uncurling her
    fingers in a clawing motion. Hazel had no doubt that if those got close to her skin,
    they could do all sorts of damage.

    The first thought Hazel had was that the hags were planning on leading her into
    the forest, but instead Hedwig's mother stopped in the middle of the spread of grass
    between one wall of the cabin and the edge of the woods. "This will do. Brightly lit
    so you can see, and too far from anywhere you can run. Are you ready for
    your test, girl?"

    'I told you last night, my name is not girl. It is Hazel,' she wrote with
    a small scowl. The least they could do, especially if the planned on chasing her down
    and trying to eat her, was to use her name in the meantime. 'You never told me
    your names either. Rude.'

    Now it was the hag's turn to scowl. "She is a wand-waver, but she is
    technically in the right. It is against the Customs to be rude to a guest, and that
    is what we made her when we offered her a place to sleep, even for just one
    night. My name is Elfriede." Hazel nodded, and she smiled faintly when Elfriede
    pointed at the other hag. "That is my sister, Gertrud. Hedwig, you probably noticed,
    is my daughter."

    'Nice to meet you.'

    Elfriede scowled at her flippant remark, but Gertrud snickered. "Cheeky brat.
    Reminds me of Hedwig at that age."

    They could be amused or upset if they wanted. Hazel's mind was stuck on what
    Elfriede had thought. What were the Customs, and what did that have to do with being
    rude to a guest? More importantly, Elfriede obviously did not want to give their
    names to her, so what power did the Customs have over the hag that she would go
    against her own desires?

    The more Hazel thought about it, the more it seemed to be related to the fact that
    it was tied into rudeness. Could she be talking about guest rights, she
    wondered after a few more moments thinking about it. She had read that hospitality
    and ensuring a guest's safety and comfort were of the utmost importance to the Celts
    as well as the Greeks and Romans. Might the hags have a similar culture? It would
    explain why Elfriede relented only after thinking about how they had made her a guest
    by offering her a place for the night.

    Not that she had much hope that alone would keep the hags from trying to eat her.
    Her guest status would likely only last until the end of this test, whatever it
    was.

    Not for the first time, Hazel wondered if staying and taking this test was a
    bright idea in the first place. The hags could threaten that they would hunt her down
    if she failed or if she had left during the night, but unless they were capable of
    teleporting she was just too mobile. Their expectations were based on the fact that
    she was a normal wizard child; Jean Luc, after all, had been amazed that she could
    teleport at her age, so the hags would not expect her to be able to escape their
    clutches.

    Honestly, that might be the very reason she was not afraid to stay. Unless she had
    completely missed her guess, she could be in the free and clear any time she wanted.
    The hags' threats did not have that much bite. But if they were telling the truth, if
    they actually would not try to eat her should she pass this test and were able to
    explain more things about her magic that she had not been able to figure out? That
    would be marvelous. It would be the very first time since her escape from Privet
    Drive that she would not be stumbling around in the dark.

    Playing along with the hags' test was risky, but the rewards were so very much
    worth it.

    She lowered herself onto the grass and set her staff down next to her. Morgan
    flitted to the length of maple wood while she wrote out, 'You still have not told
    me what the test is.'

    Elfriede crossed her arms. "Your task is simple, in concept anyway. I have my
    doubts that you will be able to complete it. I want you to make something for
    me, right here. If you need materials, Gertrud will fetch them for us, which will
    also remove her from temptation."

    "Do I have to?" the other hag whined.

    Make something in front of them? Hazel frowned thoughtfully. That did not sound
    hard in theory, but the more she considered it the more she realized there actually
    was an issue standing in front of her. 'Any requests?' she asked after a
    moment. Elfriede raised one eyebrow, so she admitted, 'If I cannot think of
    anything to make at the moment.'

    "A dangerous means to delay the test. There is no way for her to use anything
    she has already taken to 'finish' in front of us. What challenge shall I give her
    then?" The hag frowned as a dozen half-finished words flitted through her head.
    "Huh. I cannot think of anything either. Pull out your tools. I will choose
    based on that. Maybe I will get some inspiration from whatever she has on hand
    after all."

    Tools? Hazel blinked at her in confusion. She did not have any specific tools. She
    had a pair of shears, and she had a needle and some thread left over from when she
    made her bag, and that was it. Did the hags need specific tools for this magic they
    did? Was she supposed to be using specific tools? She did not
    know.

    With nothing else to do, she pulled out what little she had and set them out on
    the grass, keeping a close eye on the needle in particular. If that went missing, it
    was going to be frustrating to find it again. Elfriede waited another second as if
    expecting her to continue pulling things out of her bag; when it became clear that
    she had nothing else, the hag's frown deepened from confusion. "Is… that all you
    have?"

    Hazel nodded.

    "What in the world? These are all the tools you have?" Elfriede asked
    again. "And you claim to have made the bag and staff you carry yourself?" Hazel gave
    her another affirmative, and Elfriede rubbed her face. "That does not make any sense.
    I am missing something, I just do not know what."
    The woman looked at her bag again. "It does look handmade, but not with care. It
    is sloppy. No hag would go digging through garbage searching for materials with which
    to work."

    That earned a scowl and a short glare from Hazel. She had not gone digging through
    rubbish! It did not look pretty, no, but it worked just fine, and it was hers.

    "But if no hag would make a bag that looked like this, does that not count as
    evidence that this girl is telling the truth? Why did you make your own bag at
    all?" asked Elfriede, and for the first time in the half-day that Hazel had known
    her, there was no aggression or suspicion in her voice. "Surely you could buy one
    that another wand-waver had cast a spell on. Bought or stolen or whatever you wanted
    to do. Why take the time to make one?"

    'I did not know that magic was real or that there were others like me at
    first. I lived with my mother's sister and her family, and they did not have magic. I
    met other wizards later, but not before I made my bag. I made it because I had too
    much I needed to carry with me.'

    "That answers part of my question," Elfriede agreed, "but it does not explain why
    you needed to make something. Could you not have cast a spell on something?
    Although, she did just say she only learned of her kind after making her bag.
    That means she did not have a wand to wave in the first place."

    Hazel shook her head. 'My magic is… strange, I guess. It does not work right
    with plastic. I can use magic on wood or myself all I want, but plastic melts
    and—'

    Hazel's writing slowed to a stop when she noticed Elfriede nodding in
    comprehension. "Natural materials are easier for us to work with than what pig-humans
    make. It is because magic is tied to life and growth. Flesh, wood, bone; these all
    remember the spark of life that once ran through them. Raw metals and crystals and
    gemstones were never part of a creature, but the earth itself has its own form of
    life. They are the bones and blood of the ground. Metals from a smithy or alloys?
    Pig-humans' plastic? That is nothing magic would recognize as coming from itself.
    There can be power in metal if it is shaped by a living hand and will," she allowed,
    "but the more it is processed, the less it can be touched by magic."

    Now Hazel caught herself nodding. The name the hags used for regular people was
    something she was going to try her best not to think about too hard. Instead she
    pushed that to the side and focused on the topic of conversation. She did not know
    any of the details about how people made things out of metal or plastic, but one
    thing she did know was that it was not done by individuals anymore. 'I think
    everything is made by machines today.'

    "Indeed. I have heard that pig-humans can make everything they use without it ever
    being touched by hand. There is no life in their creations, and magic is not just
    life. It is change, growth, chaos. The farther from its living source an object is,
    the more vulnerable it is to being broken apart by the strength of a magical
    will.

    "I find myself believing you. That you did not steal your belongings from one of
    my cousins," she elaborated to Hazel's questioning expression. "Too much of what you
    say is only known by our kind. A hag would never teach this to a wand-waver. If
    she knows this, it is because she discovered it by herself."

    "You think she learned the Making on her own?" asked a breathy voice from right
    behind Hazel's ear. She whipped her head around to discover that Gertrud had snuck
    behind her and was sitting on the ground only a foot from her. That was more
    disturbing than anything else any of the hags had done so far, mostly because Hazel
    had no clue how she had been unable to hear the hag getting closer. Even now that she
    was aware and paying attention, she could not hear much in the way of thoughts from
    the older being. There was at most an undercurrent of awareness, similar to what
    Hazel could pick up from Morgan if she really focused.

    The idea that someone could force their mind into such a primitive, animalistic
    state that she could not hear them was concerning, particularly when that someone was
    predatory and wanted to gnaw on her bones.

    "It is a possibility," replied Elfriede in a slow voice. "That is what the
    evidence in front of me points to, but I still do not understand
    how. Wand-wavers believe that the longer their families
    live, the stronger they are. They ignore that the Firstborn so many of them despise
    are the only source of new magical abilities. Even so, the idea that a Firstborn
    could use our magics is difficult to swallow.

    "This gives me an idea for what your test will be, girl. You will try making a
    tool. Normally that is the first thing anyone learning the Making would do, but
    you seem to have done everything backwards. A knife of stone is the most basic
    even of these."

    A stone knife? It all sounded very stone age to her, but she was willing to give
    it a shot. It would not be the strangest thing she had ever tried while experimenting
    with magic. It might even make a weird kind of sense, she allowed. If this kind of
    magic, this Making they were talking about, was a super-primitive magic, then maybe
    it was first discovered during caveman times when they only had stone tools.

    Or perhaps it had less to do with when it started and more to do with what
    Elfriede had said about rocks being 'of magic'. Either way, there was a little
    problem. 'I do not have any rocks. And I do not know how to turn a rock into a
    knife in the first place. My bag I could figure out. I do not know where to start
    with this.'

    Elfriede sighed and nodded her head. "Gertrud, get us some smooth stones, you know
    the kind. Grab several as well as some sticks to make handles."

    "Aww. But she smells so good."

    "And that is why I want you to go." Her sister stood and walked away with
    much grumbling, and after a moment of calm she said, "I will show you how to make the
    knife. I find myself more and more curious about what you have done, and that means a
    proper demonstration unhampered by a simple lack of knowledge. This test will be a
    fair one. It is not our way to teach anything like this to a wand-waver, but
    should she fail, she will not survive to spread any of this knowledge anyway. Our
    Secrets will remain with us."

    One minute became two, then three. Hazel puffed out her cheeks and blew out an
    annoyed breath. Since this test of theirs could not start until Gertrud returned with
    the necessary materials, maybe Elfriede would be willing to answer a few of the many
    questions she still had in the meantime. 'Why is making a tool important? You
    said something loses magic if it is changed from its natural state.'

    The hag waggled her hand in an ambivalent gesture. "Yes and no. If made
    thoughtlessly, yes. If made without magic, yes. But if it is made with a purpose, a
    direction of will, the magic of its nature will be aligned with the purpose that
    created it. It is much the same as the Making in general," she said with a nod
    towards the satchel, "except that a tool like this will act as a conduit for your own
    magic when you create something else in addition to refining its own qualities."

    A few more minutes passed before Gertrud returned with an armful of smooth stones
    and several sticks. True to her word, Elfriede did walk her through how to turn one
    into a primitive knife blade that would retain an edge far longer than a regular
    rock, but Hazel would be lying if she ever described it as simple.
    Precision and a surprising amount of dexterity were necessary to keep from breaking
    the stone into tiny unusable pieces, something she learned the hard way many times
    over the next several hours. For all that they had left the cabin shortly after the
    sun rose, it was solidly in the afternoon when she used the sliver of stone in her
    palm to carve a thin wedge out of a thumb-sized stick so she could slot one end of
    the blade into the gap she made before wrapping it all tight together with sinew
    whose source she very intentionally did not ask.

    Looking up from her work, she saw that it was no longer just the three of them.
    Hedwig had returned as well, a dead deer draped over shoulders that did not look
    nearly strong enough to bear the weight they were handling with ease. It was a relief
    to see that the hags did not eat just people, although she hoped
    they were not straight meat-eaters either. An expert in food she was not, but even
    she knew humans needed fruits and vegetables and stuff in addition to meat to stay
    healthy. She turned back to Elfriede and offered the knife with one hand while with
    the other she wrote, 'Well?'

    The hag took her knife and gave it a quick sniff. A pause, then she raised it
    closer to her nose and took several deep breaths. "Impossible," she muttered.

    "Mother?"

    Elfriede looked up and stared for several long seconds at Hazel. Her eyes roamed
    over Hazel's face before they finally flicked over to Hedwig and Gertrud. "It smells
    just as if a hag made it."

    'Then I passed your test?' she asked. She was more than willing to go
    deeper into how this had happened, but this was a little more important right at this
    moment. 'I will not be dinner?'

    "No. No, I think not. You are… strange." Elfriede's eyes slowly widened as a
    thought came to her. "I wonder, are you fully human at all, or did a hag choose a
    human man to lay with? I have never heard of such a thing, I do not even know if it
    is possible, but it would explain so much."

    Hazel in turn just stared at her in shock. They thought her mother was a hag?

    Elfriede reached towards her, and Hazel pulled back from the sharp claws coming
    her way. That reflexive action stopped the hands in their tracks. "I will not harm
    you, gir— Hazel." Her eyes flicked towards the hag, who gave her a tentative smile.
    "You have my word. I just need to check something. I need to see if you have a
    hag's features hidden behind a wand-waver's face."

    The hag's fingers started moving again, turning so the pads of their thumbs could
    press delicately against her lower eyelids. "Look up," ordered Elfriede gently as she
    pulled the lids lower. "No rings. Are her back teeth sharper than a
    human's?"

    Elfriede checked Hazel's mouth for sharp teeth, then her thumbs for a thin web,
    and finally her feet to see if she had four toes or five before the woman finally
    backed away a few steps. "Nothing. She looks completely human, and we are still
    without answers. Perhaps she knows more than she thinks she does. What do you
    know about your parents?"

    'Not much,' she admitted. 'I told you I grew up with my mother's
    sister and family. She and they were human, though her sister did not have magic. I
    know nothing about my father.'

    For some reason, that caught Elfriede by surprise. "Her mother was human? Her
    mother being a hag I could understand, but for her to be half-hag that would mean her
    father— That is not possible. There is no way a wand-waver would be allowed within a
    hundred feet of a Hexerin.

    "I suppose she does not have to be
    half-hag, though. Her aunt is not of magic, so perhaps
    that family is not all it appears and brought in a child of a hag's birth. Not that
    the details of the how matter overly much in the end." Elfriede shrugged, mostly
    in her mind but still enough to make her shoulders shift. "Even diluted by
    pig-human or wand-waver, there is brown in her blood. She is a child without a coven,
    a child who does not even know what she is.

    "You have passed our test," she repeated, pulling Hazel's freshly created knife
    from the waistband of her heavily patched trousers and holding it out towards her.
    "This magic you use, you come by it honestly. You need not worry about your safety
    around us. We shall not harm you, for none of us would dare eat of our own flesh
    and blood. You are a welcome guest in our home for as long as you wish. It is
    the least we can offer in apology for our threats to your safety over the last day.
    No one whose mind is sound and healthy would turn away one of our children in
    need."

    Hazel looked back and forth between Elfriede's face and the knife in her grasp,
    unsure of what the correct answer was. On the one hand, she knew there was no hag in
    her ancestry. Why druids and hags could use the same kind of magic when wizards could
    not, she had no idea, but she highly doubted it because of a shared lineage. If or
    when this family discovered that, would they rescind that hospitality and put her
    back on the menu? Possibly.

    On the other hand, the hags were the first ones who actually had any useful
    answers for her. They had an explanation for why her fixing spell had thoroughly
    ruined her glasses yet worked just fine on wood or herself. They could understand
    what she did when she made her satchel. She did not think they held answers to all of
    her questions, but what they did know was more information than she had.

    Slowly, she reached out and took the knife from Elfriede's hand. 'Can you
    teach me more about this magic I found?'

    "What Secrets we know and can share, we will," Elfriede answered with a nod.

    Grasping the knife more firmly, Hazel gave a nod of her own. 'I accept your
    offer. I will stay for a time, so long as you are willing to house me.'

    

    The rest of the night was spent discussing some of the particulars of the magic
    the hags only ever referred to as 'the Making', and by the time Hazel rose with the
    sun the following morning, she was almost surprised by the conclusions her combined
    waking and sleeping dreams had drawn.

    One of the big ones was that she was surprised at how right and wrong nonmagical
    authors were. From what the hags had been able to tell her about how wizards' magic
    worked, when a wizard wanted to make something magical he tended to just wave his
    wand and cast a spell over whatever object he was playing with to give it new traits
    and talents. That kind of magic did not sound like it was permanent, or at least not
    without many additional steps to further tie the spell into the object itself. If
    what she heard from listening to Elfriede and Hegwig's description of how wizards
    behaved in their hidden enclave in Stuttgart was accurate, however, it did not appear
    that most wizards really had much use for permanence in any of their effects.
    Whenever a spell wore off, they could just cast it again.

    Certainly this was not the impression she had gotten about how the average person
    believed magic to work from her review of folklore and fiction. The idea of magical
    objects that did not have spells cast on them so much as being
    inherently magical was more in line with the hags' own magic. If she
    had made her bag correctly, which Hedwig had assured her had to be the case for it to
    be bottomless at all, she did not have to worry about the spell ever expiring and
    stopping. There was no spell on the bag to make it bottomless; it just
    was.

    Conversely, it did not appear that hags generally made many of these creations.
    Hazel suspected that the lamps of blue fire that never went out were examples of this
    kind of magic, but other than that she had not seen much in the way of enchanted
    objects within their home. Was it because of the requirement that whatever they were
    making they had to make entirely by hand, and anything they would have wanted to make
    was too complicated? Were there other rules and restrictions they had not yet gotten
    to discussing? It was hard to say.

    Or, she thought to herself as she sat at the table with one of said lamps
    uncovered and a notebook open in front of her, it might be as simple as the same
    issue she had during the test in the first place. When there was not a clear need
    right in front of her, it was hard to come up with an idea at all.

    One of the bedroom doors opened, and she looked up to find Elfriede stepping into
    the living area. "You are awake already?" she asked with a stifled yawn. "Weird.
    When Hedwig was that age, it was a fight to ever get her up before noon. I need
    to go out into the woods to gather some ingredients. I would not recommend staying in
    the house while I am out. Gertrud will be in the basement working, but she might
    leave now and then and try hunting you… Better you just not be here for a
    few hours. You smell too human for her to control herself."

    She looked truly conflicted at that, so Hazel suggested, 'I could come with
    you. I have looked for herbs in forests before.' Grégoire had taught her how to
    look for cooking herbs mostly, but there were a few plants that were both seasoning
    and ingredient, and looking for magical plants could not be that much different than
    the mundane variety.

    "Absolutely not. That is not a good idea," Elfriede said, her voice
    calmer than her mind was. "The places I have to go are not somewhere I would take
    you." Hazel frowned, and the hag sighed. "I hope she does not take offense at
    this. These woods are not safe for humans. There is much that would not pass up
    the opportunity to harm you."

    As much as Hazel thought she could take care of herself, Elfriede's obvious
    concern and worry was enough to stay her hand this time. The hag grabbed a canvas bag
    from a hook near the door and left the house, leaving Hazel in the house with little
    to nothing to do. She looked down at the heavily marked page of her notebook before
    tearing it out and stuffing it between the lingering coals inside the fireplace.
    Returning to her chair and her satchel, she pulled out the maps she had managed to
    find of Germany and started comparing distances.

    Eventually she sighed in resignation. The fastest route to the destination she
    most wanted to visit would take two weeks, and it was not in the way to anywhere else
    she planned to see. Not that she had a laundry list of places the way she did when
    she went exploring England. There were just so many countries she wanted to visit,
    and while Germany had an extremely dark history, it was not all that called to
    her.

    Drumming her fingers on the wooden table, she looked at the maps and papers she
    had pulled out and spread over the surface. So two weeks to get to one of her more
    interesting locations, then another week or week and a half in total to get to the
    others. In all honesty, she should probably start moving in the next day or two,
    especially if there were going to be days that it was 'too dangerous' for her to do
    anything but be left by herself.

    Speaking of being dangerous… Hazel looked around. The small house was still and
    silent. If she did not know better, she would almost believe that she was the only
    person here. There was no sign of anyone.

    Elfriede had mentioned that Gertrud was working in the basement. What, exactly,
    was she working on?

    Quickly packing all of her papers back into her satchel, she started peering
    through doorways in search of the stairs to the basement. Her first few guesses
    revealed only bedrooms, all of them relatively simple in terms of decorations. It was
    only when she opened every door that she found what she was looking for behind what
    she had first thought led only to a hallway closet.

    The hags' basement had neither stairs nor a ladder leading downwards. All it had
    was a round hole lined with stones, closer to a well than anything else. Because that
    was not creepy at all. She knew there had to be a room down below because light was
    streaming out of an arched opening ten feet or so below her feet. What she could not
    determine was how anyone got up and down on their own.

    She fetched her torch from her bag and swept the beam up and down. There were no
    handholds that she could see, just mostly uniform stones that had lost nearly all of
    the mortar between them. With no obvious way down, she had little choice but—

    —to jump to the bottom of the well. If nothing else, she should have a built-in
    delaying tactic in case she needed to run away from a hungry hag.

    Now that she was here, though, she could see through the arched doorway into the
    basement proper. There was not much within the room, but not because the room itself
    was small. The real reason was because most of the space was taken up by four heavy
    black cauldrons, all of them bubbling and burbling with fires crackling beneath them.
    Gertrud was walking around them, her attention completely fixated on their
    contents.

    Hazel supposed brewing four potions at a time would qualify as 'working'.

    As she walked into the room, Gertrud did in fact turn her head to glance her way,
    but just as quickly she looked back at her potions and kept circling. "This one
    is just a little pale, needs more ginseng root in the next stage. This one smells
    more like roses than pepper. I knew the mace was
    off. Need to add three anticlockwise stirs between every two clockwise and stew the
    slugs for—" She glanced over at a complicated chart hanging from one of the
    walls. "—Uranus and Scorpio in square, mashed under a waxing moon… four more
    minutes."

    The hag wrote something down on the two sheets of thick yellow paper in front of
    the cauldrons, and her commentary as she continued checking the two on the other
    side. Hazel mostly ignored her thoughts so she could instead look at the chart
    Gertrud had referenced. At the top was the label 'October', but that was about the
    only thing she could understand. There were two rows of the same nine symbols at the
    top and bottom, and columns of twelve symbols ran down the left and right sides.
    Between those rows and columns were what must be a hundred or more circles. Most were
    blank, but others had symbols inside like a stack of triangle tops or jagged swirls
    or several intersecting lines. After several seconds searching, she was finally able
    to spot a few circles that did have thick squares inside them.

    Hazel turned around again to face Gertrud, who was still busy keeping an eye on
    the cauldrons. She was not adding anything or stirring, however; she was just
    watching and waiting. It was for that reason that Hazel felt comfortable writing out
    a question and then clapped her hands once when Gertrud did not notice. 'What are
    you making?'

    "Bonfire Syrup. It looks to be a bad cold season this year, and wand-wavers cannot
    handle the sniffles for a couple of days. Apothecaries are always happy to buy our
    potions when they look to be in demand. Hopefully their suffering will continue long
    enough for us to make a good profit."

    Hazel blinked and blinked again. First, because that was far more mundane an
    explanation than she expected. Second, because it was a real explanation. It was the
    longest she had heard Gertrud speak in the past two days, and unlike her previous
    bloodlust this was perfectly normal. The woman's attention was already shifting back
    to the simmering potions, so she quickly added, 'Why were you looking at the
    chart?'

    "The best potions need the best ingredients. Good ingredients are expensive; bad
    ingredients are cheap but will make inferior potions. Ingredients we get from the
    forest are free, but their quality is variable. We can get around that by
    concentrating and distilling some ingredients into their essence, and when we cannot
    do that – sometimes even when we can – it is possible to alter the steps for each
    recipe so as to enhance the relevant property of the ingredients." Gertrud grabbed a
    handful of chopped leaves and weighed them in her hand for a moment before returning
    a big pinch to the table and dumping the remainder into the cauldron next to her
    before starting to stir it with a long wooden spoon. "Our mother could make those
    adjustments by instinct. I am not that good, so I have to use a chart. It does the
    job."

    Those must be the ingredients Elfriede said she was going out to collect. She had
    to admit, making potions only with what they could gather themselves definitely
    struck a chord with her. 'Elfriede said it would be dangerous for me to go with
    her to collect ingredients. Is that true?'

    At first it seemed like Gertrud's nod would be her only answer, but after several
    stirs a softer voice than previously answered, "It is. Wand-wavers are not welcome
    guests in this forest. It remembers what they did long ago, and its darker parts
    sleep and dream of revenge. There is no telling what would happen should you enter
    those parts, even with Elfriede beside you." Gertrud looked up and stared at her with
    a serious expression. "The scoured clearing is dangerous even for us. Stay away from
    it."

    Hazel nodded and looked at the piles of ingredients, both cut up and still whole,
    that littered the small crescent-shaped tables in front of each cauldron. 'Do you
    want any help? I have made a few potions before. Really simple ones,' she added
    after another look at the complicated chart behind her. She did not want Gertrud
    overestimating her capabilities if this was what she considered typical.

    Tilting her head, Gertrud looked her up and down. "Why not?" she finally said,
    almost to herself. "Start cutting up the ginger root. Throw in what I tell you when I
    tell you after I check that you did it right."

    A couple of hours later, Hazel heard a harsh scraping sound coming from the
    opening to the well. "Gertrud! Have you seen Hazel? I called for her around the
    house, but I—" Elfriede stopped mid-statement when she stepped into the basement and
    stared at the sight before her, namely Hazel standing on a stool so she could
    comfortably handle the ingredients on the tables and reach over to drop them into the
    cauldron. "…What is she doing down here, and how did she keep Gertrud from eating
    her?"

    Clawed fingers snapped loudly in front of Hazel's face, pulling her attention away
    from Elfriede and back to her impromptu potions lesson. "Clover. Now." She grabbed
    the pile of shredded leaves up and reached out to add them to the cauldron when
    Gertrude grabbed her wrist. Iron-like nails ran through the clover a few times before
    taking a tiny bit away. "Too heavy. A quint is this much. No reason to make
    adjustments if you can do it right the first time."

    "You two look like you had fun," Elfriede said slowly, but internally she
    marveled, "I have never seen Gertrud interact like this with a human. Mother
    never let her near one, not after she developed her sickness. It should not be
    possible for someone with the Hunger even to be in the same room with a live human
    and control themselves. Hazel, I did not know that you had an interest in
    potions."

    With a nod, she wrote, 'I learned a little in France. They are
    interesting.'

    "She taught herself the Making, and she is drawn to the Brewing as well? That
    just confirms she has a hag as an ancestor. I came back to check on you. I
    decided to go after the herbs that needed the most care and where I could not
    take you first and bring them back here. If you still want to go with me to
    search for the rest, you are welcome."

    Hazel could not deny that she was interested in seeing where the ingredients she
    had been slicing and dicing came from, but the potions they were making were also
    fascinating. Each one was being stirred slightly differently for different lengths of
    time and even sometimes with different amounts of ingredients, yet Gertrud said they
    would all be the same when they were finished. Elise and Amorette had stressed the
    importance of following directions exactly to make sure their potions did not turn
    into poisons, but watching and helping Gertrud was exactly the opposite. She almost
    did not want to leave.

    "Go with her," Gertrud said with a wave. "There will be more potions to brew."

    'Are you sure you do not need more help?'

    That question earned Hazel a scoffing laugh. "I do this on my own all the time.
    Your help is not needed. Appreciated, but not needed. Go."

    'I guess I am going with you,' she told Elfriede.

    "Excellent. Meet me outside." Turning around, Elfriede walked over to the wall of
    the well. Before Hazel could ask how she planned to get back upstairs, the hag was
    scuttling up the wall quicker than she thought possible. Claws found purchase in the
    cracks between the stones, and by the time Hazel could run over to take a closer look
    Elfriede was already at the top of the well and looking down. "Oh. Did not think
    of that. Do you need help getting back up? In fact, how did she get down in
    the first place?"

    A frown and a small hop, and Hazel was next to the hag, making her jump. 'I am
    ready. Where shall we go first?'

    

    I've mentioned this to my Sufficient Velocity readers already, but humans
    CAN use the type of magic the hags call "the Making" on their own. Thing is, wizards
    in Europe haven't used it in close to a millennium, and even then it had been falling
    out of favor for several hundred years. It's been so long that hags have as a culture
    forgotten than anybody but them can use this type of magic, hence the assumptions
    that Hazel must be of mixed heritage to explain what they're seeing.

    None of the characters know this bit of lost history, which is why I'm
    explaining it in an AN instead of in the chapter, but I wanted to mention it to clear
    up any questions or confusion about that first scene.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    21. Red Teeth
  

  
    Smokinbarrrel: Her nonstandard education will definitely impact
    how she responds to Hogwarts. Whether it is to her benefit or detriment will depend
    on the circumstances.

    JraittM: I don't want to spoil Hazel's reaction to running into
    Occlumenses, but I might as well say now that I have no plans for her to bother with
    learning Occlumency herself. After all, she hears everybody's thoughts all the time.
    Why would her own deserve more privacy than other peoples'?

    Isa Lumitus: From a magical perspective, a wizard making
    something with chemistry would be very similar to making a potion, and potions
    certainly are magical, so…

    jdboss1: If you're looking forward to Hazel killing this family
    of hags, you are going to be immensely disappointed.

    Moriah: I'm always happy to hear that Hazel comes across as the
    inquisitive child (emphasis on "child") and that the world I put on the page is as
    rich as I envision. Regarding wizards' immune systems, we know from book 1 that
    wizards can get colds, which is what the Pepper-Up potion (and the Bonfire Syrup,
    which is the just German name for it) is meant for. Now, Hazel DOES have a healing
    spell, so if she ever gets seriously sick she has a means to deal with it, but she
    also is just a relatively healthy child. It helps that while she is moving around a
    lot, she generally has shelter on hand she can use when she needs to do so.

    "The chapter title sounds like a Lockhart book": On the one hand,
    it doesn't just sound like; it is. On the other hand… *evil cackle*

    

    Chapter 21
Red Teeth

    The creaks around her caused Hazel's eyes to flutter again, and she sighed
    silently as she turned her head to face the dying coals in the fireplace. The last
    few days had been… different was probably the best way to describe it. She had
    received lessons on the basics of potions here and there from Elise and Amorette, but
    that was nothing like working alongside a family of hags whose primary source of
    income seemed to be selling their potions to apothecaries, who then in turn sold them
    at a profit to the wizards who wanted or needed them. The different members of the
    family all seemed to have fairly defined roles, too: Elfriede gathered up the
    ingredients, Gertrud brewed the potions, and Hedwig as the youngest and most
    human-looking was the one who went to the wizards to do the actual haggling and
    selling.

    From what Elfriede had explained, the older a hag got, the wartier and greener and
    hunched-er they became, which meant young hags were the ones who were often assigned
    the task of dealing with humans. Elfriede herself had done the same when she and
    Gertrud were younger. It also explained why Hedwig was basically never at home until
    it was time for dinner, and why she went to bed earlier even than her mother and
    aunt.

    A door creaked, and Hazel's eyes flickered in that direction. The only worry she
    really had was Gertrud leaving her bedroom for a midnight snack, mostly because of
    how hard it was to trust that particular woman. For all that Gertrud had been fully
    focused on the work at hand whenever Hazel assisted her, she reverted to her previous
    bloodthirstiness as soon as she was separated from her cauldrons. It was a change in
    personality that neither she nor Elfriede could explain. From what little Elfriede
    had explained, however, this was how Gertrud normally was, and it was her behavior
    during the potions lessons that was the abnormality rather than the other way around.
    Nonetheless, it left Hazel with no secure footing with which to deal with the younger
    of the sisters.

    The figure sneaking into the darkened kitchen was soon revealed not, in fact, to
    be Gertrud. It was Hedwig. What really caught Hazel's attention was what the young
    hag was wearing. All the times she had seen Hedwig before, she wore heavy, sturdy
    clothing. Functional and hardy, nothing fancy or eye-catching. Right now, though, she
    was wearing what looked like it was a red or pink or maybe purple dress – it was hard
    to say for sure with only the little bit of light coming from the covered jar of
    flames Hedwig was using to see by as she rooted through a cabinet – with only one
    shoulder covered up and the other bare.

    It was much fancier than anything Hazel had ever seen her wear before, and that
    made her curious. What was she up to?

    Whatever Hedwig was looking for, she apparently found it. Pulling a vial from the
    cabinet, she uncorked it and quickly swallowed it down. A moment later, she hunched
    over and grabbed at her belly. Hazel's eyes opened wide, and she was a split-second
    from jumping out of the chair in which she had tried to sleep when she realized what
    the potion was doing.

    Hedwig's arms, inhumanly long just like her mother's and aunt's, were shrinking.
    Her shoulders narrowed. Her skin seemed to darken in what little light was available.
    Her nose, just barely visible at this angle, shortened out of sight. After those few
    seconds of pain, Hedwig stood straight and placed the vial on the counter, and she
    looked nothing at all like herself.

    Hazel watched as she crossed to the fireplace with her dress fitting so much
    better than before, and reached into a shallow pot on the mantle. Withdrawing a
    handful of glittering powder, she tossed it onto the embers and coals and said, "The
    Galloping Griffon." The fireplace came alive with tall green flames, and Hedwig
    stepped through them and vanished.

    As soon as the hag was out of sight, she leapt to her feet. Those emerald flames
    were familiar; they looked almost like the fires in the braziers people came in and
    out of when they went to Place Cachée, the shopping center in Paris. Where in the
    world was Hedwig going, though, and why was she sneaking around? The curiosity burned
    in the back of Hazel's mind, and it took but a moment for her to decide on her plan
    of action.

    Moving as quickly and quietly as she could, she hurried to the door and fumbled
    around for her trainers. In the time it took to find them and slip them on, she
    resolved to ask Elfriede some more questions about a special paste the hag had
    mentioned using to see plants and animals in the forest when she had to go looking
    for nocturnal ingredients. It would be nice to actually see what she was doing in the
    dark. Hazel looked down at herself and the clothes she was still wearing from the day
    earlier before shrugging. They were not completely clean, but she was not planning on
    being seen by anybody either.

    She glanced over at her satchel and her staff, as well as Morgan who was sleeping
    in a little puffball. They will be fine, she told herself. She was not
    planning on being gone long, nor was she planning on staying away. Even so, her hands
    itched to grab them and bring them along.

    Perhaps it was a good thing after all that she had decided to carry all she owned
    with her rather than stashing it away in various places if this was her reaction to
    leaving for just a few minutes without them.

    Moving over towards the fireplace, she pulled the pot off the mantle and set it on
    the floor before taking a pinch of the dust within and tossing it into the fire. The
    flames once again rose up to lick the flue. Now, how was she to direct it? She could
    not speak the words, and while she could look up what 'galloping griffin' was in
    German, it was not something she knew off the top of her head.

    'Take me to the last place you went,' she thought as firmly as she could
    at the bright green flames. Then she stepped across the threshold and into the
    fire.

    As soon as her back foot left the floor, the bottom of the fireplace fell out from
    under her. She tumbled through a glowing green void, spinning around and around as
    though she weighed no more than a feather on the wind. Something heavy and hard
    smacked her in the back, and when the blow tossed her aside it only put her in the
    path for something else to have a go at her. The spinning got faster, and faster, and
    little squares of white light streaked past her in a nauseating stream. She closed
    her eyes and silently asked anything that might listen to little druids like her to
    let this please be over—

    She was yanked to the side, and she tumbled out onto a hard surface before rolling
    to a stop. Cool air met her face, and she gulped it in greedily before opening her
    eyes at last. She lay on her back in a darkened room, a few benches sitting empty on
    her left and her right and a wooden ceiling above. Pushing herself to her feet, she
    shook her head and glanced around. The room in which she stood looked, strange as it
    might be, almost like an indoor waiting area at a train station. It was rectangular,
    with two doors farther in. One of them, the one on the left, was open to reveal a
    lively tavern or pub; the set of doors on the right were closed, darkness clearly
    present behind the glass windows.

    Hazel hurried to the closed doors and stepped outside into the night air. She
    hoped she was in the right place to pursue Hedwig, although if she were honest with
    herself she had no idea how she was even supposed to know whether that was the case.
    She did not know where she was, nor where Hedwig was going beyond the name of the
    building.

    I was not far behind her, she reasoned. If I don't see her, then I'll
    go back to the cabin.

    She stood on a fairly busy street with plenty of pedestrians, but all of them
    seemed to instinctually give the doorway in which she stood a wide berth. Looking to
    the right, she saw just a crowd of people, but no one recognizable. Looking to the
    right, she smiled when she saw a woman in a one-shouldered red dress for just an
    instant before she was swallowed up by the crowds.

    It was not much, but it was something to go on.

    Breathing out her ignore-me smoke, she took off in pursuit of the woman she could
    only assume was the disguised Hedwig. What was Hedwig doing? Why was she here? These
    were the questions that plagued Hazel, as well as a niggling, worrying suspicion.

    Was Hedwig on the hunt?

    With as nice as the hags were to her, in large part because they considered her
    one of them, it was easy to forget or ignore that they had outright admitted that
    they ate people. Part of that was because other than Gertrud, the hags' thoughts did
    not revolve around eating or hunting. They were like regular people, just trying to
    get through the day. It made them, in many many ways, too similar to the werewolves
    she stayed with in France to view as monsters, and it was hard to reconcile those two
    images in her mind.

    Walking down the streets of this city, she followed Hedwig until the disguised hag
    entered a line to get into a building. The main hold-up in the line was the large man
    in a tight suit standing at the door and looking at everybody's identification before
    allowing them inside. Hazel stopped nearby and looked back and forth between the man
    and the line. Would she be able to sneak in under her smoke? She was not sure, but
    the more she looked at it the more doubt she had. Her spell was great at hiding her
    within a crowd, but she had never tried it when somebody was actively examining every
    single person. The closest comparison she had for this was when she snuck into
    Shervage Wood behind another family so she could blend in with their kids. This…
    might be a little more complicated than that.

    Thankfully, she had other options.

    She waited for several minutes, peeking through the door each time it was opened
    so she could get as good of a mental picture of the inside as possible. When Hedwig
    slipped inside, she made her move. Walking away from the entrance to the building,
    she went around a corner and jumped—

    —landing in a small alcove she had spotted through the door. Reinforcing her smoke
    just a bit, she walked deeper into the building.

    Down the hall, she entered a large room that was split in two levels. On the
    bottom was a massive multicolored floor lit from beneath, already filled with a horde
    of people dancing and jumping to the music blasting out of the multiple speakers that
    hung from the ceiling. The top level was less an actual floor and more a wraparound
    balcony that overlooked the dance floor. Quickly glancing around, Hazel soon found
    Hedwig not among the dancers but instead leaning over the balcony and watching the
    people below.

    Creeping over towards the disguised hag, she thought about how she wanted to
    approach this. She had numerous questions, but Hedwig probably would not appreciate
    her writing in the air with her sparkler and drawing attention to their magical
    nature, and the notebooks she had used before creating that spell were all in her
    satchel back at the hags' home. Not to mention, she was clearly too young to be in
    this club, so dropping her smoke in order for Hedwig to see her would let everybody
    else see her, too.

    She looked at the thick wisps of grey smoke that encircled her, and she wondered.
    She had no trouble covering Morgan with her smoke, so clearly she could bring other
    creatures into her smoke with her. He also always rode on her shoulder, so she had no
    idea if there was a distance limit to her spell, but there was no way Hedwig would be
    able to sit on her shoulder or the other way around.

    You won't know what is possible until you give it a shot, she reminded
    herself. She walked over to stand next to Hedwig, then she blew. The smoke billowed
    out from around her, tendrils reaching out like vaporous fingers as if to drag Hedwig
    closer to her. The smoke finally drifted far enough away to completely envelop the
    hag, although as it did so an uncomfortable tension was also taking up residence
    behind her eyes. Hazel wrote a short question in the air beside her, and then she
    reached out and tapped Hedwig twice on her bare arm. 'What are you
    doing?'

    Hedwig jumped at the sudden contact and whipped her head around to look at Hazel.
    As soon as their eyes met, her almost mocha-colored skin paled to an unhealthy
    degree. "Hazel, what are you doing here?" she hissed, her eyes darting from the
    floating words to the smattering of people around them and back to Hazel. "You can't
    be here, and you can't go around using magic!"

    'It is fine. No one is looking at us.' At her reply, Hedwig narrowed her
    borrowed brown eyes and looked around again, now more attentive to what the nearby
    people were actually doing. Sure enough, they were being completely ignored. When
    Hedwig turned back to her, Hazel had already written, 'I have a spell for
    this.'

    "I do not know whether to be shocked or impressed by that. Why are you
    here?" Hedwig asked instead.

    'I wanted to see why you were sneaking out.' Casting a meaningful look
    around and down at all the people in the room, she asked, 'Are you
    hunting?'

    At that, Hedwig stared for just a moment before starting to laugh. "Oh, my. I
    suppose I should have expected that question. No, Hazel, I am not on the hunt.
    I'm just here to enjoy myself a little." She waved her hand over the dance floor. "I
    think you have noticed that home can be a little boring. Wand-wavers are not much
    better. Pig-humans, though? They are much more exciting."

    'If they are so exciting, why do you eat them?'

    "You say that like you think it is a choice. How to explain this?" she
    asked herself as she tapped her fingers on the railing. "Have you ever smelled bacon
    being cooked?"

    Hazel nodded. Bacon had been a common staple in the Dursley household, and with
    her aunt relegating many chores to her over the years she lived there, she was more
    than familiar with cooking it.

    "It is not a perfect example, but that is similar to how humans smell all
    the time. We could have just eaten a gigantic meal and be stuffed so full we
    are on the edge of throwing up, but then we encounter a human? Our mouths start
    watering, and our stomachs start growling and aching. The longer it goes on, the
    hungrier we get." Hedwig shrugged. "That's just how life goes. We don't eat humans
    because they taste good. Or, not just because they taste good,
    because they absolutely do. Don't get me wrong on that one. Eating pig-humans is
    definitely not a hardship." Hedwig licked her lips for a moment before blinking and
    looking back at Hazel, apparently remembering now where she was and to whom she was
    talking.

    'You are doing okay not eating anyone right now,' she could not help but
    point out.

    "I spend a lot of time around humans, both wand-wavers and not," Hedwig explained
    with a small wave of her hand to encompass everything around them. "It means I got
    used to being hungry. I still feel it, but I am better at ignoring it for a
    while."

    Hazel turned to look out over the crowd of dancers and frowned lightly. She had to
    wonder, what would happen if hags decided just not to eat people? She was no stranger
    to going hungry, not when locking her in her cupboard without food for several days
    had been a favorite punishment at Privet Drive, and while it was terrible it was also
    survivable. Could a hag bear that hunger? Would it eventually become something they
    got used to? She did not want to cause pain to these people she had met, but if it
    meant they did not need to kill people in turn, was that not better for everyone?

    A quick bit of writing had her question floating beside her, and after several
    seconds of silence and a feeling of sadness coming from Hedwig, she looked over to
    find the hag staring out into nothingness, lost in memories of which she could only
    pick out fragments.

    A quick poke in the arm brought Hedwig back to reality, and the hag looked at her
    question again before sighing. "It isn't pretty, or something we like to talk
    about."

    'I am sorry. You do not need to tell me.'

    "No, you deserve to know, if only to understand how lucky you were to be
    spared inheriting that aspect of our nature. Mother had a cousin who decided she
    would no longer eat humans. She felt it was evil to eat another creature who could
    feel and think. When no one could talk her out of it, her mother and sisters tried to
    help her, fed her all she could possibly eat. They hoped to change her fate in
    any way they could."

    Hedwig trailed off into silence, and after a minute Hazel could not help but ask,
    'What happened to her?'

    Brown eyes filled with sorrow met her own. "She starved to death."

    Oh. Hazel looked down at her feet for several minutes, unsure of just what she
    should or could say in response to that. She had not meant to make Hedwig feel so sad
    or bring up painful memories. Her self-recriminations were cut short when she felt an
    arm wrap around her shoulders and pull her into Hedwig's side.

    "Do not blame yourself for asking," Hedwig said with a sigh. "If you were a hag,
    a full hag anyway, this is still something you would have to know."

    'Is that what happened to Gertrud?' she finally asked. Might Gertrud have
    gotten so hungry that it actually hurt her mind? If that were the case, it would be
    hard to blame her for her behavior. Starving to the point that she was always hungry…
    Hazel shivered lightly. She had never imagined that such a thing could be possible,
    but it sounded awful.

    "No. Aunt Gertrud has… a condition, one she was born with. It is called the
    Insatiable Hunger, and it is exactly what it sounds like." Hedwig gave her a squeeze.
    "It does not make her any safer for you to be around by yourself, but please do not
    hold it against her. She just cannot help herself."

    It was not the same as what Hazel had imagined, but it was little better. Hearing
    all this made her feel a little bit guilty, too. This family had opened their home to
    her and welcomed her in, started teaching her what they knew, and all the while she
    was making them feel constantly hungry.

    She could not blame the hags for their actions, either. This was not unthinking
    evil, not like the folktales made it sound. It was simply nature at work, just like
    when she saw some vultures eating a dead rabbit on the side of the road as she was
    walking towards the border. Everything had the right to eat and survive.

    One last squeeze, and Hedwig pushed her upright. "Go on back home," she said with
    a wan smile. "I only have a couple of hours of beauty with this potion, and I mean to
    enjoy myself with them, not play babysitter. I will see you in the morning."

    'Okay. Have fun?'

    Hedwig chuckled, her thoughts already moving towards the dance floor. "Don't
    worry. I will."

    

    I hammered the thing with the hags' diets a little harder than I
    originally intended to, but I figured I might as well go into more of the details and
    cut off any complaints about how the hags are irredeemably evil. There have been
    enough of those over on Sufficient Velocity already.

    Also holy crap this scene got long. It was supposed to be just one of
    three scenes in the chapter, but I don't think you'll mind if I fire off something
    short earlier than intended.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    22. The Piper
  

  
    orion0905: Hags are very much NOT
    cannibalistic. It's why they said they couldn't eat Hazel when they came to the
    conclusion that she is part hag. They are predatory.

    PascalDragon: Hedwig mentioned having a couple of hours of beauty
    because she is referring to the Beautification Potion she took before leaving the
    cabin. Wizards have a version of the potion that just makes them look more
    attractive, but the hags' version is somewhere between the wizards' potion and a
    Polyjuice Potion. It actually turns them human for a few hours.

    As for her "ID", that was not a legitimate driver's license or whatever the German
    equivalent is. It was a square of pottery that has what is essentially a Confundus
    Charm built in so anyone who looks at it sees what they expect to see.

    Guest: I say Jen and Hazel are opposites because of their
    outlooks into life and power. Jen was extremely selfish, constantly focused only on
    herself and later the people she considered hers. Her primary – really only – driving
    goal was accumulating power in some way or another. Hazel, on the other hand, is far
    more innocent. She is more likely to do beneficial things for other people and place
    herself in their shoes. Her desire to know more has little to nothing to do with
    accumulating power but simple, otherwise purposeless curiosity. She wants to know for
    knowing's sake. Ironically, she would also be a horrible Ravenclaw.

    deathbykitsune: Yes, I plan on splitting Hazel's story into
    chunks. I don't know whether it will be by year necessarily (that kind of depends on
    how long each one takes), but her first year will be included in this 'book'.

    Planar-Walking-Entertainment: Correct, Dumbledore hasn't noticed
    she's missing. I'm planning on doing something that I don't normally do and portray
    Dumbledore as someone who actually isn't arranging Harry/Hazel's life to use her as a
    sacrificial lamb. You know, the way he did in canon. I was going to try that
    in Deal with a Devil, but since I abandoned that story out of necessity, I might as
    well pull on it for this one.

    This means that Dumbledore has to be blind to what was going on inside the Dursley
    home. The device that broke in his office in chapter 3? All it did was keep an eye on
    the status of the wards, the intent being that if someone tried to take them down or
    otherwise bypass them, he could get there in a flash. Unfortunately (for him, not for
    Hazel) he wasn't in the office when Hazel sent them crashing down, so he doesn't know
    that anything has happened.

    

    Chapter 22
The Piper

    Hazel leaned against the outside wall of one of the many white and old-fashioned
    buildings that lined a cobbled street, the sun beaming down on her from its position
    overhead. It had not been a short walk to get here from the hags' home – two full
    weeks on the road, in fact – but she was glad she had finally arrived. There were not
    many locations in Western Germany she could find from her search in Bristol's library
    that were definitively connected to magical events, but this one was, and even
    better, it still stood and had supposedly gone out of its way to preserve its
    admittedly darker history.

    She had been looking forward to checking out Hamelin for weeks, and she was
    finally here.

    Taking a swig of water and offering a sip to Morgan, she dropped the bottle back
    into her satchel. Not only was her trek over for now, she also had to admit that it
    had been through pleasant surroundings. If she had not already planted the magical
    maple seed at the border of France and Germany, there would have been multiple places
    on the way she could have done so, and not a few where she wished she still had the
    seed because she had found more lush and fertile locations that could benefit from
    having a magic tree nearby.

    She sighed and pushed herself away from the wall. No use crying over spilled milk,
    she supposed. She was no fortune-teller who could know whether the seed would take
    and sprout or whether it would perish. All she could do was hope that the soil she
    had found was good enough.

    Her feet carried her unseen through the streets, and her mind drifted back to the
    story she had read and reread before making her way out to this town. She had heard
    about the Pied Piper before, but either she had not heard the full story or she had
    forgotten crucial details because the story was just so… sad and dumb.

    Back in the Middle Ages, the town of Hamelin was suffering a massive infestation
    of rats and mice. These rats were either eating all the food or spreading a plague or
    just being a general nuisance, depending on which version of the story she found, and
    the town was at their wit's end. One day, a man in colorful clothes and a flute in
    his hand arrived and told the mayor that he could take the rats away. The mayor
    agreed and promised him an unclear amount of money if he could really do what he said
    he could.

    The piper went up and down all the streets in town playing his pipe, and as he
    walked through the streets all the rats came crawling out of their holes to jump and
    scurry along behind the piper. Once he had every single rat in the town following in
    his wake, he led them to a nearby river and crossed it. The rats, unable to stop or
    turn away, walked into the river as well and drowned.

    His task finished, he went back to the mayor and asked for his promised payment,
    but the mayor had decided instead that he did not want to pay the man. In some
    tellings, he even accused the piper of bringing the rats to the town himself just to
    charge for getting rid of them. The piper left the town without his money, but he
    threatened that he would be back.

    And come back he did, during the celebration of some saint or another. This time
    he was dressed in the green of a hunter, and when he played his pipe it was not rats
    that came. Children, all the children in the town, heard his tune and came out
    dancing and singing, unable to resist the siren song of his music. He led them away,
    all but a boy who was blind and a boy who was lame. Some versions said he took them
    to the same river as the rats and drowned them, too; other versions had him leading
    them to a mountain cave. Either way, one hundred and thirty children vanished, never
    to be seen again.

    That was what made the story so sad and dumb. Everything about it besides the rats
    themselves could have been easily avoided. If the mayor hadn't gone back on his word
    and paid the piper what was promised, if the piper hadn't decided to go so far over
    the top to get his revenge, an entire town's worth of children would have lived.

    Hazel could only shake her head and start walking down a street after passing a
    plaque mounted on a stone wall. Out of respect for the tragedy of the Pied Piper, the
    people of Hamelin had made it a law that this single street, already present when the
    rats invaded, would be forever without dancing or music of any kind. She walked down
    the street and around a curve, her gaze drifting along the street's stones and the
    nearby walls and her mind simply drinking in this testament to an ancient
    tragedy.

    As she was looking around, though, she could not help but frown. Something was…
    off.

    She came to a stop and moved her head and eyes more slowly. Nothing was out of
    place. Nothing unusual was present or missing. Nothing had moved since she started
    walking down the street. Everything looked perfectly normal.

    And yet. And yet. Something was making her pay attention. As
    strange as it sounded even to her, the sensation reminded her more than anything of a
    couple of years ago when she had lost one of her two front teeth – 'helped' by Dudley
    hitting her in the face with a cricket ball – and the tip of her tongue kept poking
    out the hole left behind. This was like that, a surety that something was different
    and changed even though she could not see it or hear it.

    What do you think, she asked her friend. Morgan looked up from his
    preening and glanced around for several seconds before giving her a birdy shrug and
    going back to his cleaning. She shot him a quick glare and went back to looking
    around, and the more she looked, the more frustrated she became. What was it?!

    Over to the left, just at the very edge of her vision, something
    flickered.

    Her head whipped farther around, but the whatever-it-was was gone. Now she turned
    her whole body to face that side of the street squarely, her head turning back and
    forth like a satellite dish. All the way to the right, then all the way to the left,
    and back again. Slowly, to make sure she did not miss anything. She was not entirely
    sure where the flicker had come from, but it had not looked like it was in or moving
    towards the sky. It was on the ground. Or, she amended with a scowl, maybe it was
    under the ground although how it could do that without leaving a hole she did not
    know.

    There! As she turned her head once more to the left, the thing that was hiding
    from her showed itself for just an instant. This time it was at the corner of her
    right eye, and in that split second she knew it was something dark. Hazel had a rough
    idea where it might be, and she started walking in that direction. This thing was
    hiding off the side of an alcove beneath an overhang. She did not know anything else
    about it, but she was going to find out.

    The closer she got, the more she could feel something pushing her back. Not
    physically, not slowing her down or shoving her to the side, but an idea kept poking
    her in the brain. 'There is nothing here,' it said. 'Nothing to look at.
    Why are you looking here? There's nothing to see.' With every step she took, it
    became more insistent.

    She was used to hearing thoughts that were not her own in her head. This was not
    her mind saying this, and as if to prove it the flicker happened again, this time
    directly in front of her. She squeezed her left eye shut tight, and she looked at the
    world only through the lens over her right eye. The lens that had seen the rift
    floating above Elva Hill when it was perfectly invisible to normal eyes. The lens
    that no doubt helped her see the chained up building in Machecoul, the remains of de
    Rais's castle where he did his actual experiments.

    If anything was going to help her, it would be her lens.

    With only her right eye looking at the alcove, she grinned when the flicker
    revealed itself, then again. She gave that area a narrow glare, and something small
    and dark flashed and flashed, faster and faster and faster as pieces tried to hide
    from her, were revealed for as much as a second or two, and finally escaped. But she
    dragged them back again, and as a headache built in the back of her head—

    —the object finally gave up.

    Where before there was nothing, now stood a short, four-sided pillar or obelisk
    rising from the ground. It was made of a dark stone, maybe a marble or slate or
    something. She came closer and walked to the other side, and then she stopped so she
    could read the words that had been carved into the stone and – as if to prove they
    were supposed to be there from the start – inlaid with gold.

    Zum Gedenken an Friedrich Pfeiffer,
der am 16. Juli
    1284 in Mainz
zu Unrecht hingerichtet wurde,
nachdem er
    den Verrat der Schlammmenschen
mit dem Gehorsamfluch bestraft
    hatte.

    Despite spending a few weeks in Germany at this point, most of these words she did
    not know, so Hazel plopped herself onto the ground and pulled out her dictionary.
    Several minutes later, she thought she had everything, but parts of it still did not
    make sense.

    In memory of Friedrich Pfeiffer, wrongfully executed on 16 July 1284 in Mainz
    after punishing the treachery of the Schlammmenschen with the Gehorsamfluch, she
    told Morgan. I don't trust my translation of those two words, though.
    'Gehorsamfluch', I think, is supposed to be
    'obedience curse'. Mind control, maybe?

    Her friend burbled at her, and she nodded. Yeah, that's what I'm thinking too.
    And in this city? Punishing 'treachery' with mind control can only mean one thing.
    Friedrich Pfeiffer was the name of the Pied Piper, and he was a magician. Maybe a
    wizard, maybe a sorcerer or something else a little closer to me if he really used a
    pipe instead of a wand. It says he was executed, and I know wizards have their own
    shopping centers and laws and stuff. That was his punishment for killing all those
    kids.

    The part I don't get is 'Schlammmenschen'. Literally it means 'mud people',
    but I can't believe that's what it's supposed to mean. She tapped her fingers on
    the stone ground. It was the 'treachery of the mud people' that he punished, and
    everything he did was because the mayor refused to pay him. I wonder; the hags have
    different names for regular and magical people, pig-humans and wand-wavers. Maybe
    German wizards do the same, and they call regular people 'mud people'? That's really
    mean, though, and it's not like wizards are any better
    than normal, non-magical people.

    And it really doesn't explain why it was so hard to find. Who would spend the
    time to build this and then go hide it where no one can see it? It doesn't make any
    sense.

    Morgan did not appear to have any insights into the matter, so she sighed and
    pushed herself to her feet. She supposed she did appreciate knowing the name of the
    man who caused this tragedy, but this was not what she came for, and she still had a
    lot of city to look at before jumping back to the Black Forest.

    She did, however, plan to swing back again before leaving the city entirely. Just
    to see if the memorial stone would try hiding from her again or if it had given up
    entirely.

    

    Hazel reappeared in the hags' home late in the afternoon, and when she looked
    around she found herself surprised. Generally the interior of the building was lit by
    a number of jars and lamps filled with a bright blue flame. Today, however, the light
    was dimmer than it should be, and the reason appeared to be because several of those
    lamps were missing.

    'Why' was her question. That and where the hags were in the first place. A thought
    crossed her mind, and she glanced around for a moment before shaking her head. There
    was no reason to worry about anything happening to them. Nothing was out of place in
    the house other than the lamps, so there was little to no chance that anybody had
    attacked them.

    Poking her head out the door, she nonetheless breathed out a small sigh of relief.
    Gertrud was not immediately visible, but both Elfriede and Hedwig were. She walked
    outside and over to the table set up in the grassy yard where they were sitting
    surrounded by all number of odd materials. 'What are you doing?'

    Both hags looked over at her, surprise written across their faces and through
    their thoughts. "There you are," Elfriede said after a moment to master her surprise.
    "We did not know when you would be coming back. If you
    would come back."

    'I left a note,' she reminded them. After dealing with the werewolves'
    constant worrying whenever she went off on one of her exploratory trips, she had
    written a short letter and left it in the cabin telling the hags that she would be
    out of the house for a while. She appreciated the werewolves and the hags worrying
    about her in a sentimental way as it meant they really did care about her, but she
    did not need to be watched constantly so she would not burn her hands on the range or
    something.

    She had been traveling on her own and taking care of herself for ten months now.
    She knew what she was doing.

    'You still have not told me what you two are doing. Is there something wrong
    with the lamps?'

    "It is not that there is anything wrong with them," replied
    Elfriede. "The lamps do not burn forever. They will go out eventually, and when they
    do we need to replace and relight them. Actually," she continued after a moment, her
    voice becoming thoughtful, "why don't you sit down and help Hedwig? She can show you
    how to do it. She never does anything with the Making, so teaching Hazel will be
    a good way to reinforce what she does remember."

    Hedwig was clearly not fond of this plan, and she shot her mother a shocked glare.
    "What is she doing?! She knows I have never been good at any of this stuff.
    I really do not think that is a good idea—"

    "Of course it is, and it will do you good as well. Eventually you will have to
    teach your own daughters how to do this. This is good practice." Standing up before
    Hedwig could say anything else, Elfriede waved for Hazel to take her place at the
    table. "Now, I have my own chores to worry about. Have fun!"

    The glare grew more heated, and while Elfriede did not turn around Hazel was sure
    she could still feel it boring into her back. Only after the older hag was out of
    sight inside the house did Hedwig sigh and look over at Hazel. "Might as well sit
    down. It looks like you are stuck with me teaching you."

    'I am sorry if I caused any trouble.'

    "It isn't your fault," Hedwig told her with a sigh. "My mother was like this
    long before we met you. If anything, I need to apologize. I'm…
    not very good at this. Never have been, so I try to avoid it."

    Ditching magic, especially some of the only magic someone believed they could do,
    seemed more than a little silly in Hazel's opinion, but after a moment thinking about
    it all she could do was shrug. It was not as if she herself lacked certain skills.
    Despite many, many attempts, she still could not create fire or anything else,
    really. Manipulate the world with raw magic, yes; create things on demand, no.
    'That is okay. You still know more than I do.' Waving her hands at the
    assortment of seemingly mundane objects sitting on the table between them, she
    continued, 'How does this all work? And how did the lamps go out in the first
    place? I thought the Making was permanent.'

    That was how it had been explained to her, anyway. If that was wrong, if she had
    misunderstood how it worked, then that raised a number of questions and worries.
    Worries like whether her bag would keep working or whether it would fall apart and
    spit all of her belongings all over the place.

    Hedwig waggled one hand side to side. "It depends on what you are doing and how
    you made it. Real artifacts, like your bag and your staff? Those are personal, and
    you are putting a little of yourself in them. They will last all your life. There are
    said to be ways to make things last longer, even forever, but that kind of Making is
    forbidden… tricky.

    "When you do not need something that is so intensely personal, when you want
    something you can make many of that do not matter to you, putting yourself into them
    is a waste. Instead we can pull on other sources of power."

    'What kind of power? Do you mean ley lines or something like that?'

    "I don't know what you mean by ley lines," admitted the hag, "but specifically I
    mean creating imbalance." She held up her hands six inches apart,
    both upright with the fingers pointed at Hazel. "So much of the world is a matter of
    cycles and balance. Light and darkness. Life and death. The sky, the sea, the land.
    The Greek elements. None of these are static, they move, but it is always in harmony
    with their fellows." She rocked her hands back and forth so they moved together. "But
    if you can shift them in such a way that they stop being
    balanced"—her left hand tilted away from her right hand, which remained upright—"then
    there is power available for the taking. It is not a great deal of power, but for
    things like this? It is enough."

    Hazel frowned thoughtfully and looked at the lamps in a new light. That was
    actually really impressive. 'If you have that power,' she asked after a
    minute to think, 'then why do the lamps go out?'

    "This power comes from imbalance, but imbalance itself is not permanent.
    Everything will pull back towards its proper balance in time. It may take days,
    months, even years, but no matter how long it takes, it will happen.
    No one, neither hag nor wand-waver nor vampire lord nor anyone else, can truly break
    the cycles of the world.

    "Anyway, that is really all I know about the theory side of it," Hedwig said,
    embarrassment wrapped around her like a loose shawl. "I do not know if what I
    said made any sense, but it will be clearer if you see what I mean. First, we
    need an empty jar." Hedwig held up one jar, the bottom of it covered by a small pile
    of black ash, and turned it over so the ash fell into a brown clay flowerpot.

    "These lamps are made by pulling at the Greek elements. Mother says the more
    things that make up a cycle, the easier it is to push them into imbalance, but I
    don't know if that is true or not. Anyway, since these use the Greek elements, we
    need to have all four of them – fire, air, water, and earth – in the jar at the same
    time. Earth is easy, just a handful of sand." Setting words to action, she scooped
    her hand through another pot and showed Hazel exactly that, sand resting in her palm.
    Then she poured it into the jar. "After that is water."

    A pitcher of water already sat on the table, and Hazel grabbed it to pass it over.
    Hedwig did not use a lot of water, just enough to surround her island of sand and
    darken it. Taking a small stick, she stuck it upright in the sand. "The wood is not
    important on its own, but it is the fuel for the fire. Air is already in the jar."
    Hedwig reached for a short candle, the flame at the tip wavering slightly in the
    faint breeze. "Now, if you wanted to push these elements out of balance, how would
    you do it?"

    Push the elements out of balance? Hazel thought for a minute, two, then shrugged.
    'I do not know. Pour out the water?'

    Shaking her head, Hedwig smirked slightly. "Wrong. If you simply pour out the
    water, you are just taking your microcosm apart. You are not shifting its balance.
    You are on the right track, though. What we are going to do is light the wood and
    then put the top on the jar. We will then have all our elements contained."

    'But that will not work,' Hazel protested. 'Fire can't burn if there
    is no air.'

    "You are right. Normally. When the jar is closed, the fire burns
    away all the air. When there is no air in this closed space, we have
    unbalanced the system. Left on its own, this little system will just
    collapse, and the fire goes out. We have only a short time to pull on that imbalance
    and make it work for us. I have found that visualizing it in some way helps. For me,
    I think of colors swirled together, and as the fire burns I imagine one of those
    colors fading way until there are only three left. Then you pull."

    'Pull how?'

    Hedwig shrugged. "I do not have a better way to explain it. I feel like I'm
    pulling the imbalance out of wherever it is hiding. Mother has her own way of doing
    it, as does Aunt Gertrud. You will have your own way. The only way to find out what
    that way is is to do it. Let me show you."

    Holding the candle upside down, Hedwig lowered it into the jar and lit the end of
    the wooden twig on fire before pulling it out. The lid went on the jar next. Hedwig
    placed her hands on either side of the jar and glared at the flame, an impatient
    irritation painted across her face. Once it was obvious the hag's face was going to
    stay in that expression, Hazel switched her attention onto the flame in the jar. The
    flame glowed bright for several seconds, but quickly it became obvious that it was
    dying without air to feed it. It shrank, the yellow turning into a dull blue, and
    eventually it flicked out entirely.

    In less than the time it took to blink, the end of the twig erupted into a bright
    blue fireball that swept over the sand and the water until there was nothing left in
    the jar but flame.

    Hazel looked up in shock and amazement, and Hedwig gave her a grin. "And that is
    all there is to it. Now, it's your turn."

    Setting up a jar just as Hedwig had, Hazel lit the stick and closed the jar. She
    placed her hands on the sides and watched the little flame. It started getting
    smaller and smaller and dimmer and dimmer, and she imagined herself pulling the blue
    flames she wanted out of the last embers.

    The fire went out, and other than a thin wisp of smoke, there was nothing.

    She opened the jar to let the smoky air out, then she lit the stick and sealed the
    jar again. Once more she watched the flame die down, and once more all it did was
    snuff out just like fire was wont to do. She looked up at Hedwig and gave her a
    pleading expression, hoping her face said everything her voice could not.

    "You can't just stare at it," Hedwig told her. "You have to reach into the
    elements and pull. Harnessing imbalance goes against how the world
    wants to work, so it will not just happen. You need to make it do
    what you want."

    …Reach into the elements? She chewed on her lip for a second.
    Technically, she already had a way to reach into the world. When she meditated, she
    spread imaginary roots into the ground. Could she do the same thing with this
    jar?

    This time when she opened the jar, she did not immediately grab the candle.
    Instead she closed her eyes and slowed her breathing. Excitement, irritation, worry;
    all these she nudged aside until there nothing but clear purpose in the center of her
    mind. When she opened her eyes again, she took the candle and lit the stick. The
    timer started as soon as the lid was on the jar.

    Unlike the other times, she did not push roots out her legs and her behind. It was
    from her hands that they came, just like when she and Grégoire had hunted the boar
    and she needed to ask the spirits that lived in the forest for help. Some of the
    roots wrapped around the jar, but most of them pushed through the glass and reached
    out towards the tiny flame. She was not pulling this time, merely watching.

    Again, the flame went out and nothing happened.

    It took her a moment to hold off the irritation that wanted to intrude on her
    calm, but again she lit the stick and let it burn out. Then again. And again.

    "Maybe you should take a break."

    Hazel ignored Hedwig's comment and kept her eyes and her mind on the fire. By now
    her roots were not just around but on the stick, getting closer and closer every
    time. The flame snuffed itself out, but now? Something shifted in
    that brief instant.

    She looked up at the young hag and pulled her left hand away from the jar to
    write, 'I felt something just now.'

    "You… felt something?" She nodded, and Hedwig frowned. "This quickly? It took
    me an entire day to feel anything at all when Mother was teaching me how to do
    this."

    Lighting the twig again, Hazel watched and waited. That shift happened again, and
    this time she was ready for it. Whatever wanted to squirm away, she tried to wrap up
    and pull into view with her roots. She was not going to let what she could only
    imagine was the imbalance Hedwig wanted her to look for get away.

    The fire died, and for just one single, solitary instant, the end of the now
    thoroughly burnt twig sparked with a blue glow.

    "…I think you almost got it that time."

    Hedwig offered her a new stick for her jar and then leaned her own face closer to
    the jar. Hazel had to pull back on her excitement before she fully stuck the candle
    in the jar; the last thing she wanted was to get in her own way when she was on the
    cusp of success. Her roots were ready, and when the imbalance appeared she snared it
    and yanked hard.

    Blue fire poured from absolutely nothing and swirled around and around until there
    was nothing else in the jar.

    "Congratulations," Hedwig said after several seconds taking in what had just
    happened. Her words carried a hint of frustration as well, which made Hazel look up
    at her. "Now you know how to light an everburning lamp, and you know how to make and
    tap into that momentary power. And it took you all of ten minutes to figure it
    out. I told Mother I was no good at
    this!"

    Grabbing another jar, Hedwig violently dumped the black ashes out into the
    flowerpot and started filling it with new ingredients. Hazel's eyes, however,
    lingered on that pot. She scooted on the bench closer to it and laid her hand over
    the opening. After half a minute to pull herself back into the proper frame of mind
    again, she stretched out her roots to dig into the thick layers of ash. As soon as
    they were submerged, she could feel a tingling sensation in the back of her mind, one
    accompanied with a faint crackling sound. It was not totally unlike the hum she had
    heard when she encountered the magical maple tree in the forest, the tree from which
    she took the branch that became her staff.

    She pulled her hand and her roots away and wrote, 'What do the ashes
    do?'

    "What do they do? Nothing. They are just ashes."

    'Can I take some?'

    Hedwig shrugged. "I do not care. We don't do anything with them, just toss
    them in the scoured clearing."

    She was already reaching into her satchel and pulled out a small plastic baggie.
    Scooping her fingers through the ash, she shuttled it back and forth until she had a
    hard time resealing the bag. There was magic here, of that she had no doubts, but
    what she could do with it?

    Learning that would take some experimentation.

    

    Quick disclaimer: I don't speak German. I'd love to learn it if I ever had
    the time because I actually like the sound of the language, but I don't currently.
    The inscription in this chapter I made with the help of Google Translate, which means
    it's wrong somewhere. That said, I neither
    need nor want any corrections to the inscription. I don't care THAT
    much.

    In case you're wondering, the tale of the Pied Piper written above does
    not have my personal spin on it. That's the actual tale. Moral of the story: pay
    people when they complete a job you contracted them to do. It's just right and
    proper, and it might save your kids from being brutally murdered.

    Silently Watches out.
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    pure1ruby: The Pied Piper was not specifically a Muggleborn, no,
    nor was he targeting Muggleborn. The plaque was put in place by wizard supremacists
    to honor a man they believed was wrongfully murdered by the government. After all,
    all he did was kill a few "mud people", and how could that be bad enough to warrant
    executing a wizard?

    ArcWraith: Hazel would be a bad Ravenclaw in the same way that
    Luna is a bad Ravenclaw; i.e., it isn't that she doesn't have the qualities
    that house is based on so much as the way she manifests those qualities
    wouldn't fit with the other members. Ravenclaws typically seek to learn what is
    already know and accepted and build on top of that where Hazel prefers to learn from
    first principles and from direct experience rather than just reading what's in the
    books. Not only that (and I'm spoiling things just a little), she is the type of
    person who will completely reject an accepted expert source if what that source says
    conflicts with her own experience and instead will keep doing her own thing.

    Smokinbarrrel: Hazel isn't slowing down so much as I'm skipping
    all the boring travel portions for the sake of brevity. When it was just her and
    Morgan in England, very little happened for good stretches of time, so I had no
    reason to write about it. More things worth writing about happened in France, and now
    even more interesting things are happening in Germany.

    allie213: When Hazel was staying with the werewolves, she just
    went somewhere outside of the forest on the night of the full moon.

    CastleTrime: Like I mentioned last chapter, I'm trying to make
    Dumbledore into a good guy (more or less) for this story, which means limiting his
    insight into what was happening in the Dursley house. Specifically regarding the
    device monitoring the wards, it was meant to alert him if someone was
    attacking the wards. The alarm stops shortly after the wards break because
    at this point, if he hasn't heard it and moved to respond to it, it's too late. This
    issue is compounded when you consider that Dumbledore did not in a million years
    think that Hazel would break the wards herself on accident.

    Now, regarding Mrs. Figg. Three things are happening here. First, keeping in mind
    that Dumbledore is a good guy here who didn't think he was putting Hazel in an
    abusive home, there was no reason to have somebody to monitor the Dursleys. Figg's
    job was to be eyes on the ground in case someone tried a long con to get access to
    Hazel, not monitor the Dursleys and their own behavior. Second, even in canon Figg
    did not have a huge amount of interaction with Harry. She was an occasional
    babysitter, nothing more, so she wouldn't have all the information either. Third, and
    to end this on a bit of a dark note, Figg is a Squib. If she did get hints of how the
    Dursleys were treating Hazel, she might not have paid them the attention she should
    because it's entirely possible that is still better than how her family treated
    her when she was younger.

    

    Chapter 23
Tale as Old as Time

    It took three days for Hazel and Hedwig to replace all the everburning lamps in
    the hags' home. Not because it was strenuous or truly time-consuming; Hazel needed a
    few attempts each for the first several lamps, but just like her normal spells, the
    more she practiced the faster she was able to light the lamps the next time. No, the
    real reason was because they did not want to risk the lamps all going out at the same
    time. If it happened in the evening or the night, the hags would be blind in their
    own home until the sun rose. By refilling the lamps on different days, they would
    have time to get everything set up before the rest could likewise go out.

    Considering they had a well instead of stairs leading to their basement, and their
    attic was also reached via a simple hole in the ceiling, it was understandable that
    they did not want to run around in the dark unable to see where they were going.

    Instead, only a few hours of each day were spent working on the lamps. The rest
    was spent doing all the normal things the hags did, which in turn meant that Hazel
    dedicated her spare time to working in the basement alongside Gertrud. Just like last
    time, the younger of the two sisters – as Hazel had discovered after asking – was far
    more civilized when she stood in front of a cauldron or five. Hazel was not able to
    say for sure, but she had a theory about why she was safe in the basement but not
    elsewhere. With so many potions in front of her, Gertrud's mind was too busy keeping
    track of everything going on to pay attention to her own Insatiable Hunger.

    In any case, she had shown Hazel a number of useful things over the last few days.
    One of them was the recipe for Night Eye, the paste Elfriede had mentioned using to
    see in the dark when she needed to harvest ingredients that could only be found at
    night. Considering how often Hazel had found herself walking at night while
    exploring, anything that would let her see more clearly would be very useful.

    Another, and in some ways more important, thing Gertrud taught her was how to read
    the blasted chart that hung on the wall. The short version was exactly as Gertrud had
    described: the chart allowed for on-the-fly enhancement or even diminishment of
    different ingredients depending on their quality. That quick description was utterly
    lacking when the longer version came at her.

    All potions ingredients had several properties. They had physical properties,
    which were mostly obvious to the naked eye. Taste, smell, viscosity, density; most of
    the time these were not important, but as Gertrud had explained, they contributed
    heavily to what the potion actually looked like and behaved in the real world. Each
    ingredient also had magical properties, typically tied to nine
    'celestial affinities' with few exceptions. Those affinities in turn had a myriad of
    interactions with the constellations of the zodiac. Not every single one, thankfully,
    but each affinity would interact with at least two or three constellations. Where the
    sun, the moon, and the planets were in the sky in relation to those specific
    constellations determined the exact method for how to strengthen or weaken any one
    ingredient's magical properties.

    By the time Gertrud finished what turned out to be a twenty minute lecture,
    Hazel's head was spinning around and around. The feeling of drowning in new
    information was not helped when Gertrud further told her that these celestial
    affinities were not readily apparent to the eyes or nose. It was information that
    previously had been memorized and passed down only by word of mouth. Nowadays it was
    written down, much to her relief until she saw the book in question and just how
    thick it was.

    Copying it down for her own use would doubtlessly be the work of many weeks.

    But that was a problem for tomorrow-Hazel. Today-Hazel was washing her hands and
    trying to ignore her stomach growling at the smell coming from the kitchen.

    When she came out of the bathroom, Elfriede and Hedwig had already set the table.
    Beside each of the plates was a bowl of salad and a small plate for the heavy brown
    bread the hags preferred, but in the middle of the table sat a platter holding slices
    of a whitish meat generously covered with a thick yellow sauce. She took a sniff and
    nodded. Pork with a mustard-based sauce, perhaps?

    Portions of the main course were passed out once everyone was seated, and Hazel
    eagerly set to work cutting. Elfriede had proven herself to be a talented cook,
    certainly better than Aunt Petunia had ever pretended to be…

    She frowned to herself. From how much work it took to cut the meat, it seemed that
    Elfriede might have overcooked the pork. Once a piece was cut off, she popped it in
    her mouth and chewed. And chewed, and chewed. All she could do was sigh around the
    bite. Overcooked for sure.

    Strangely enough, though, she seemed to be the only one who noticed anything
    wrong. The others were tucking in with gusto, almost scarfing their portions down.
    She kept chewing as best she could, wondering whether looks might be deceiving and
    this might not be pork at all. 'What is this?' she asked, tapping the table
    to get someone's attention when nobody looked up.

    Hedwig's gaze moved to her fingers and then to her floating words, another piece
    of meat speared on her fork. A look of confusion crossed the hag's face as she read
    Hazel's question. "What are you ta— Oh no." Eyes widened
    with sudden horror shot to her own face. "Uh… Hazel? You do not want
    to eat that."

    Elfriede and Gertrude had looked up at the sound of Hedwig's voice, and at the
    nearly panicked statement their own faces drained of color as the air around the
    table grew thick with something like and yet unlike embarrassment. Hazel stopped
    chewing, her own mind taking a moment longer to figure out what had remained unsaid
    before stuttering to a halt. With almost mechanical movements, she lifted her napkin
    from her lap to her mouth to spit the single bite of food out. Laying her napkin on
    the table, she pushed the plate of what she could only assume was human
    flesh away from her and pulled her salad bowl closer.

    The hags were still staring at her, lost for anything to say almost as if they
    were waiting on her to break the silence. Foolishness from the start, even had she
    words for this situation. Right now the only thing that was coming to mind was…

    'I think I will stick to salad tonight.'

    "I am… so sorry," Elfriede said after several long moments to
    gather her scattered thoughts. "We were thoughtless. How could we be so foolish?
    She is part hag, but that means she is still mostly wand-waver. You have my
    word, we would never intentionally push you to eat your own flesh. No, we
    just accidentally almost pushed her into a
    monstrous act."

    No, not embarrassment after all, Hazel realized looking at the downcast faces of
    Hedwig and Elfriede and their silent recriminations. Even Gertrud, the most
    bloodthirsty of them all, refused to look at her, although in this hag's case she was
    still shooting occasional glances at the meat on Hazel's abandoned plate. It brought
    to mind something Elfriede had said when she decided the first time that Hazel was
    part hag, that no one would dare eat 'of their own flesh and blood'. This was a
    culture where cannibalism was likely one of their strongest taboos.

    It was not embarrassment the hags were feeling. It was shame.

    Looking down at her salad as though the lay of the leaves might give her the words
    to write, eventually she looked up again. She still had so many questions about the
    hags and their Hunger, and this felt like the best time to ask. 'Why do you have
    to eat humans in the first place?'

    "…It is not something we do by choice, necessarily," Elfriede said. "It is
    something we have to do. Pig-humans and wand-wavers, just the smell
    alone, causes us to feel—"

    Hazel waved her to stop. 'I already know about the Hunger. Hedwig explained it
    to me. She said you die if you do not.' Elfriede shot a scolding look at her
    daughter at that comment. 'What I meant was, why is that true? What happened to
    cause that? Is it just the way you are, or…?'

    "Ah. You ask about the source," Gertrud murmured.

    "We do not have many explanations for that." Elfriede gave her a weak smile. "Only
    one, in fact. It is not a tale we typically tell to wand-wavers, even if a
    wand-waver would believe it in the first place. They do not like hearing about
    entities greater than themselves."

    'I am not a typical wand-waver,' Hazel reminded them, 'but if you are
    uncomfortable telling me, you can forget that I asked.'

    "No. No. You deserve to know, especially after this." With a small sigh,
    Elfriede straightened up in her chair. "Let me tell you then about how magic came to
    mortal hands, and how our greed caused our downfall.

    "Long ago, when the world was yet young, beasts and creatures and beings were not
    so different. There was nearly nothing that separated humans from hags from dwarves
    from goblins. And above them all, twisting through the earth and swimming through the
    seas and drifting through the sky, were the spirits. They roamed the whole world, and
    magic was their gift alone.

    "As all thinking beings grew and learned, many built shrines and circles to the
    spirits, for what else in the world was more worthy of respect and adulation? The
    spirits heard the prayers and praise, and they came to enjoy the devotion of the
    different races. As time went on, these spirits taught their Secrets to the race they
    most favored. Most races attracted the attention of only a few powerful spirits.
    Humans," said Elfriede with a meaningful look at Hazel, "however, became loved by
    many of the weaker spirits.

    "We, the hags, in particular had two spirits who cared for us and took us as their
    own. Each took the form of massive snakes, one white and one black. The White Serpent
    gave us a drop of venom from each of his fangs, and with those drops he taught us how
    to brew potions to aid ourselves and poisons to harm our enemies. The Black Serpent
    saw how his brother's gifts were received and sought to outshine them. He therefore
    shed his own skin and used it so we might learn how to create artifacts with our own
    magic.

    "With the Brewing and the Making in our hands, we created many things that we
    could trade with the other races in exchange for the results of their own Secrets.
    Our closest and dearest partners were the humans, for while the minor spirits who
    aided them could not grant them powerful Secrets, what they did learn was of a far
    greater variety. We tied ourselves together and called each other friend.

    "For a time, that was enough." Elfriede's face fell then, and Hazel felt a shiver
    run up her spine.

    "But it did not last forever. The wealth of smaller Secrets humans held was turned
    onto our own potions, and soon enough humans started making their own version of the
    Brewing. When we learned of this, we grew wroth. Some of it was from fear, for if
    humans learned both the Brewing and the Making, what use would they have for the
    fruits of our Secrets? And some, maybe most, was just anger at what we saw as the
    theft of our gifts. We petitioned the Black and White Serpents for guidance and the
    sanctity of our Secrets, but the brothers ignored us.

    "Yet our pleas did not go unheard. Another spirit listened, and so the Red Serpent
    revealed herself. She claimed to be sister to the serpents of black and white, but
    unlike her brethren, she was willing to help us. The humans had more than their fair
    share of attention from the spirit world, she said, and that was why they could take
    our Secrets and master them. So long as the minor spirits loved them most and were
    there to offer aid, that would not change.

    "She had a solution to that. Showing us her own fangs, she taught us how to trap
    and bind these lesser spirits, and once bound we could consume them. 'Whomever
    eats one of these lesser spirits will take for themselves the Secret that spirit
    refused to give you,' she said. 'In this way you will be able to gain the
    mastery of magic that the humans claim as their proper right.' The Secret of the
    Binding was taught to all hags of the time, and we started setting our traps.

    "The Red Serpent's words proved true. We trapped the weakest of the spirits that
    had given their favor to the humans and consumed them. The Red Serpent's words proved
    true, and those that ate these spirits did indeed gain their Secrets, although they
    could not teach their new Secrets to anyone else. That did not stop us. We caught and
    ate the least of the spirits, and as our powers grew many set their eyes on spirits
    of greater and greater strength. Leveling the imbalance was no longer our goal; we
    were drunk on our power and thirsty for yet more.

    "And so we hunted and ate, and hunted and ate, never satisfied but always wanting
    more.

    "Our behavior did not go unnoticed. The Black and White Serpents appeared, and
    they demanded to know why we had done such a thing. Where did we plan to stop, they
    asked. Would we be content with the spirits who chose the humans, or did we plan even
    to try hunting they themselves. The hags who had been chosen to speak to the Serpents
    promised that this was not what anyone intended, but it was too late. We had stirred
    up the Serpents' anger, and they cared not for our excuses.

    "Instead they chose to lay us low. The Black Serpent tore away our skin just has
    he had done his own, and as he did the greed and ugliness that had festered in our
    hearts was shown at last to the entire world. The White Serpent, still angry at how
    his brother's gift was held in higher regard than his own, opened his maw and
    breathed out his poison onto us all. 'You wish to eat those who aid you for
    power? Then you will continue to do so, feasting on the humans you once held so
    close. Your hunger will never abate, not until they are all dead at your hands or you
    are dead at theirs.'

    "Their punishments given, they turned their backs on us. No matter how we begged
    and pleaded, they disappeared into the distance. From that day, neither the Black nor
    the White nor the Red Serpent has been seen again, and soon after they abandoned us
    all but the most meager of spirits likewise vanished from the world.

    "And so we were alone, our faces proof to all the world of what we had in our
    arrogance done."

    Hazel could only stare silently at Elfriede, lost for anything to say after the
    tale that had been told to her. Hedwig too was quiet, a frown on her face and her
    thoughts wordlessly whirling around and around in her head.

    "Always hated that story when Mother told it to us," Gertrud said. Hazel glanced
    over and could not help but smile faintly when she realized that through her sister
    telling the story, Gertrud had finished her own plate of food and snuck Hazel's in
    front of her.

    "I always find it a little hard to believe," Hedwig added, very deliberately not
    looking at Elfriede. "What spirits I've seen are not really the kinds of things I
    would ask for lessons on, well, anything. I know, I know," she said when her mother
    opened her mouth, "the story says that all the spirits that can do that vanished, but
    that is my point. It is hard to believe in something you have never seen."

    "All your point really is is that you spend too much time around small-minded
    wand-wavers," Elfriede thought, her glare of disapproval never leaving Hedwig.
    "There are many things that exist that you yourself have never seen. For most of
    them, I hope your life stays that way. Regardless, Hazel, that is the only answer
    that I know to your question."

    "It is all ancient history anyway," cut in Gertrud, who to Hazel's surprise pushed
    a second bowl of salad in front of her. She supposed salad for a plate of meat was as
    close to a fair trade as she was going to get tonight. "Quit worrying about it. It
    isn't going to change anything anytime soon. Eat your dinner. Tomorrow is another
    day, and everything in life will still need doing."

    

    Hazel planted her staff firmly into the dirt as rocks shifted beneath her feet.
    When everything stilled to a stop, she cautiously started walking again. Considering
    she was halfway up the slope to the top of this rock, taking a tumble now would just
    be embarrassing.

    With the lamps in the hags' home all replaced, she had taken a week to travel from
    the Black Forest here, to the town of Sankt Goarhausen, all for the sake of a rock.
    Specifically, she had come to see the Loreley Stone, standing over the town and
    looking down onto the Rhine River. Myths held that once upon a time, a siren sat on
    this stone at dawn and dusk and sang at any of the sailors who tried coming up or
    down the river, luring them to the rocks just barely covered by the water and wreck
    their ships to drown them. The village of Sankt Goarhausen was later built to provide
    aid to those sailors, building up into a reasonably sized town.

    There were few to no sightings of that siren in the recent past with the exception
    of a statue of a mostly nude woman at the base of the rock, but as the gate or rift
    above Elva Hill and de Rais's castle and the pillar in Hamelin all proved, just
    because something was unseen did not mean it was
    absent.

    The sun slowly sank below the horizon and darkness washed over the sky and the
    land. To Hazel's lack of surprise, when the day transitioned fully into night there
    was still no sign of any siren or spirit or anything at all.

    She was not really disappointed by that fact, though. She came out here mostly
    because she needed a bit of time to herself in light of the story the hags had told
    her. Her own experience with spirits had been… mixed, she supposed. On the one hand,
    she had the spirits who gave her the lens she now wore over her right eye and that
    helped her track down the boar when she went out with Grégoire, both of whom had been
    very helpful; on the other hand, she had the spirits inside de Rais's tower that
    wanted nothing more than to gobble her up.

    None of these spirits had been as powerful and knowledgable as the greater spirits
    Elfriede had talked about. The idea of spirits being that strong was
    worrisome in its own way. If anything, they sounded less like the spirits she had
    dealt with and more like the great fae or the Greek gods. The kinds of entities that
    in at least one case had been sealed away in the Otherworld from which they came.
    That was not to say that they all sounded terrible, but it was nevertheless
    unnerving. It also made her wonder whether further dealings with spirits were in her
    best interest, or if she was getting worried over nothing.

    She already knew that anything that looked or acted like a fae was something to
    run from, so did she really need another rule when that one was probably broad
    enough? And that assumed that she ever ran into a real fae or one of these greater
    spirits in the first place.

    With the last light of the sun gone from sight, she slid down the backside of the
    stone and wandered back to the little camp she had set up last night when she arrived
    at the town. It was not much at all, just a small campfire and a divot at the base of
    a tree where she could shelter, but it was still better than nothing and something
    she would not have been able to put together without the lessons Grégoire had taught
    her in France.

    Grabbing the wood she had gathered earlier in the day, she set it in the shallow
    pit she had dug and wriggled her fingers in her satchel. Her last pocket lighter
    slapped gently into her hand, and she pulled it out and flicked the flame into life.
    We're going to need to grab more of these sooner than later, she told Morgan
    as she moved the flame into the small nest of dried leaves at the base of the cone of
    twigs that would serve as her beginning fire.

    It was a very good thing everything was so dry because as soon as the first couple
    of leaves caught, the lighter guttered out.

    Well, that's it, she thought with a sigh. It was a good thing that she
    had a place to stay with the hags. She did not have any extra lighters left, and
    conjuring up a handful of fire was something she still had not figured out.

    The flames crackled and grew, and in the brightening light she rolled her plastic
    pocket lighter around and around in her hand. Maybe there is some way to refill
    it?, she asked her friend as she looked all around the lighter's case. She did
    not see any easy way to do that, which she supposed made sense when she thought about
    it. These were disposable, after all. When one ran out, most people would just go buy
    a new one.

    Her thumb found the spark wheel and button, and she spun it a few times. Even
    without fuel, the spark wheel still worked and flicked out sparks that quickly died
    out. Maybe, if she could not refill the lighter, she could keep the top part? She
    just had to figure out how to get leaves and the like to catch fire from a simple
    spark.

    Spin, whir, spark. Spin, whir, spark. As she flicked it again and again, a
    thoughtful frown spread across her face. The sparks themselves would not be enough to
    light something on fire, but what if she made a magical version of it? She had no
    idea how to make anything out of metal, but if she could figure that much out, it
    would be a useful… tool…

    She stopped her rolling examination as what she had thought caught up to her. This
    was a tool. She could not create fire directly and had failed in
    those attempts whenever she tried, but neither could normal humans, and that had not
    stopped ancient man from harnessing its power. This was a tool she could use, and
    that meant she should be able to make it into a construct just like she had her ghost
    hand and her key.

    It was more complex than a key, but not impossible.

    Spin, whir, spark. Spin, whir, spark. She watched the wheel spin, but when she
    tried to peek inside, there was just too little space to see all the components. She
    had little choice but to take it apart. She would not be able to create a construct
    without it.

    Or can I?, she wondered after several seconds. Not all of her spells were
    done with the aid of a visible image. Most of them, yes, but not all. She did not
    need a tool or anything to teleport but instead just jumped. Her compulsions – she
    hesitated to call it 'mind-control', both because she did not know if it would really
    work on another human and because she did not fancy the idea of controlling another
    person like that – did not even need that much. Maybe she could tie her mental spark
    wheel into a motion?

    There was only one motion that was obvious to her for this purpose. Picturing the
    fat glowing sparks, she snapped the fingers of her right hand. Despite it being easy
    to imagine, she could feel that it was just that: her imagination and nothing else.
    Several more attempts all felt the same.

    Did she need to add another element to it? Another sense? Closing her eyes, she
    flicked the lighter several more times and paid close attention to the sound of the
    clicking whir of the wheel. When she was sure she had it firmly in place, she opened
    her eyes again and snapped her fingers several more times.

    Nothing.

    By now her thumb was almost uncomfortably warm. It was only when she flapped her
    hand around slightly to let it cool off that it hit her. Friction.
    That was how the spark wheel worked, or she thought it was how anyway. She knew that
    cave people rubbed sticks together to start their fires. Friction made heat, and heat
    made fire.

    In some ways, it was both similar and totally unlike how she and Hedwig had relit
    the everburning lamps. This was not creating an imbalance in anything, not really,
    but it still involved pulling energy or something out of somewhere to start a fire
    somewhere else. If she could apply those same lessons to this, she might have the
    answer.

    Hazel gave herself a bit of a head start by rubbing her fingers and thumb
    together, and when they were warm again she mentally braced herself. It was not just
    a matter of snapping and imagining. When she snapped, she had to flick the heat from
    her thumb outward and let that become the spark. That way it was not just an imagined
    spark but a real bit of heat.

    Suiting action to thought, she gave her fingers another snap, this time pulling at
    the heat she could feel, and imagined a big fat spark flying away from the thumb.
    This time, however, the imagining felt real.

    She grabbed a leaf off the ground and held it in front of her right hand. Another
    snap sent the spark onto the leaf, and she watched with delight when the spot on the
    leaf where the spark landed turned dark with a bright center. She gave it a tiny,
    tiny stream of breath, as weak as she could make it, and that bright
    spot grew bigger and brighter until a small tongue of flame blossomed and started
    greedily devouring the entirety of the leaf.

    A grin nearly split her face in two, and she dropped the burning leaf onto the
    rest of the fire before leaning back against the tree. We did it, she nearly
    shouted at Morgan, and he chittered in excitement on her shoulder. She reached up to
    scratch him on the belly. We really did it. That was probably on of the biggest
    challenges we've faced yet, and we succeeded. Finally!

    We got this, Morgan. Doesn't matter what the world throws at us. We can get
    through it sooner or later.

    

    In case you're wondering what the hags looked like before the curse,
    Tolkien-esque elves aren't the worst analogy. HP canon doesn't have orcs, but hags
    are close enough. :-)

    The potions theory talk may be a little confusing, and if so, don't worry.
    Hazel doesn't have a reference for what the hags are teaching her. Not yet,
    anyway.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    24. The Convocation
  

  
    aleguille: I'm not sure where you got the idea that I'm going to
    make wizards the epitome of everything is bad considering that in the hags' story,
    humans were the victims. But, the answer to your question is that I'm not going to
    embellish the behavior of wizards towards their non-human neighbors
    compared to what is depicted in canon. Wizards could be terrible just like people in
    real life can be terrible, but no species is purely good or bad.

    CaneVerde: We are entering December 1990. Just six months or so
    before Hazel would get her Hogwarts letter. …Which entails two more chapters after
    this one. We're getting REAL close to the end of her Germany jaunt, which I'm both
    happy with and not. Happy with because I know everybody's excited about Hazel
    crashing into canon settings and it's going to be so weird and so much fun; not happy
    with because I have very much enjoyed not being obligated to have anything even
    resembling canon.

    Oh well. That's what the summers are for. ;-)

    drakonpie250: I did not directly base the Tale of the Serpents on
    anything, no. There are certainly parallels to other stories in myth, but that's just
    because "gods give humanity a gift, people get greedy and want more, gods punish
    people" is a fairly classic pattern.

    quattzblade12: Ha ha ha ha ha! If you're worried that Hazel will
    "struggle with nothing magic-related", I think you can put your mind at ease.

    

    Chapter 24
The Convocation

    A soft pop heralded Hazel's return to the cabin. Appearing next to the front door,
    she looked out the nearby window at the thick layer of white blanketing the ground
    before shaking her head. The last couple of months had been rather mild and dry based
    on what the hags had told her, but now winter was catching up with them and the snow
    had moved in with a vengeance.

    Deeper in the room, Hedwig's eyes shot up from the book she was reading only to
    relax once she saw the source of the noise was Hazel. "We wondered where you had gone
    this time." Taking in her appearance, the hag's smile dropped off into an expression
    of mild confusion. "You were not wearing those earlier, were you?"

    'No, they are new,' Hazel replied. Strictly speaking, the long wool coat
    that reached down past her knees and the heavy boots that were both meant for a man
    and several sizes too large for her were not 'new'. She had picked them up out of a
    donation box sitting outside a building in Stuttgart. It was not theft, she told
    herself. Sure, she knew that technically they were put out specifically for people
    who needed them like her, but she had also performed more of a trade than a taking.
    In exchange for the coat and boots, both large enough to have plenty of room for her
    to grow into in the future, she left behind her puffy pink coat – grown too small for
    her within the single year since she took it from the Tesco – and her school
    backpack.

    Hazel had decided it was finally time to admit to herself that she would never
    need her old backpack again. Not when her satchel still had so much room to fit
    everything she had and more. She did not know if it would ever run out of room, but
    at the very least getting rid of her backpack freed up a little space for later.

    "What is the point of me going?" she heard yelled from the back of the house, and
    within just a few seconds she saw Elfriede literally dragging Gertrud into the main
    room. Their clothing immediately caught her eye. She had never seen Gertrud wearing
    anything but homemade smocks and tunics, but now the hag wore a blue, almost
    wraparound dress or robe with tapered sleeves. Elfriede's clothing was similar
    although of a more greyish blue than her sister's and with a thin shawl wrapped
    around her back and shoulders.

    It was far fancier than anything she had ever seen them wear, and so she turned
    her head to stare at Hedwig in a silent demand for explanation. Instead of answering,
    however, the youngest of the hags stood up from her chair to reveal that she was also
    wearing a dress, though of a different make than her mother's and aunt's. This was
    sleeveless and low cut, red with multicolored thread tracing almost runic designs in
    two rows down the front of her dress and along the hem at her ankles. She also wore a
    shawl, though this one had tassels dangling from it and was decorated with spiderweb
    designs all the colors of the rainbow. All three hags were barefoot, although
    Hedwig's ankles and feet were wrapped in strips of white cloth that glimmered when
    she took a few steps as if they were covered in sparkly glitter.

    'Going somewhere fancy?' she asked when nobody volunteered any
    information.

    "It is the time for the Convocation," Elfriede told her. "It is a time every year
    when the various covens of Europe meet to exchange favors and find matches for our
    daughters. It is also a time when we can most easily interact with friends from other
    covens or even cousins from more distant lands. I would not be surprised to see a few
    families from Great Britain, in fact, and it might be worth talking to them for a
    bit," she added to herself. "We will be gone tonight and most of tomorrow. The
    first couple of days are always the busiest, with less and less happening over the
    rest of the week."

    Gone tonight and tomorrow? There was only one explanation for why they would need
    to tell her that, but just to be fully clear on the subject Hazel wrote, 'You
    expect me to stay here, yes?'

    "More or less," Elfriede agreed. "The Convocation is not somewhere a wand-waver
    would be welcome, and we would not have the time or safety to prove to everyone else
    there your true capabilities nor explain our suspicions of your heritage.
    The last thing we need is for someone to grab you and try to eat you."

    'I suppose, although if that happens I could always just jump back here. Not
    to mention, I can use my magic to hide myself.' Elfriede looked doubtfully at
    her. 'I have done it before.'

    "That is true," Hedwig muttered. "She really would not be in that much danger
    then, Mother. And it would be nice to have some moral support through this. I do
    not believe I can count on you two to provide that, not if
    last year was any indication."

    "Can you show us?" prompted Gertrud. "I am curious just how well you can disguise
    yourself. Can you make yourself not be a human? It would be safer if you don't smell
    so good."

    Hazel frowned and looked into the distance. Cloaking herself in her ignore-me
    smoke was the idea that had come to mind, but would her spell even work when the hags
    were intentionally looking for her? She had never pushed the limits of her ignore-me
    smoke before, and really it was past time she did so. Just maybe not today when she
    was trying to convince the hags to let her go to this once-a-year event.

    As that said, it was nothing they would let a wand-waver attend, which meant there
    were all sorts of interesting things to see that were mysteries to wizards. She just
    had to come up with a different way to walk about unseen and unnoticed. There had to
    be many other options she had never looked into before. Her mind drifted back to
    other ways she had read about magicians hiding themselves. Invisibility,
    shapeshifting, illusions…

    The last one struck her, and she rolled it over in her mind. It was not nearly as
    impressive and just plain wicked as actually changing herself, but she could
    definitely see where the usefulness lay in covering herself with an illusion. It
    would mean she had her ignore-me smoke when she did not want to be seen and her
    illusionary self when she wanted to be seen but unrecognized. It gave her
    options.

    Options were good.

    She could not breathe out a cloud of grey smoke if she wanted to do this, but
    there was no reason she could not breathe out something else. Even better, she had a
    good idea for what she wanted to look like. Fixing that image clearly in her mind's
    eye, she took a breath in and slowly blew it out.

    Unlike all the other times she had done this, it was not a cloud of smoke that
    came out. Instead it was a thick cloud of green dust. The individual specks and
    grains caught and reflected the light in an almost golden sheen; not dust, then, so
    much as a cloud of glitter. The cloud swirled around her, but while
    her ignore-me smoke was content to drift and hover just an inch away from her, the
    glitter instead settled onto her skin and stuck here. Hazel shifted her arms around
    and swiveled her neck. Even knowing that the glitter was all in her head, she still
    could not shake the feeling that she had something physically on her skin. It was
    tickly.

    "What in the world?" The hags' thoughts were quiet, as if they were
    whispering in their own heads. Elfriede took several slow, cautious steps over to her
    and reached out with her steely claws to gently turn Hazel's head back and forth.
    "You… you look like you are half-hag."

    'Mirror?'

    Hedwig ran into the bedrooms and brought back a small hand mirror that she passed
    over. Tilting the mirror this way and that, Hazel reviewed her work. She had not
    changed anything about her facial structure or her hair or her clothes or her monocle
    or the scar over her throat. What she had changed was more her overall coloration.
    Her skin was now a pale green, several shades lighter than even Gertrud's but still
    distinctly recognizable, and her left eye was a dark yellow like honey. She was
    unclear what color her right eye would be beneath her faintly lavender-colored
    monocle, so that she left alone, but the difference she could always chalk up to the
    effect of the lens all on its own.

    She had to hold her hands up to the mirror to make sure her nails were the proper
    grey color. Just looking at them with her eyes was not enough because she could tell
    that she was colored with her mental glitter.

    'Do you think I will be overlooked like this?'

    "Not overlooked. You could not be overlooked. You are too different. But,"
    Elfriede allowed, "looking like you do, it will be simplicity itself to explain why
    you smell like a human. Your human heritage is fully on display. This… It is
    incredible, Hazel. And frightening in its own way. It is a good thing no
    wand-waver would think to disguise themselves as a hybrid of human and hag, else they
    could try to gain access to the most vulnerable of our kind."

    Most vulnerable? Hazel blinked her yellow eyes at Elfriede. Were there going to be
    a bunch of little kids at this Convocation or something?

    "It is a good thing the number of people does not impact how the portal works,"
    Gertrud pointed out.

    Her sister sighed and nodded. "You are right about that. I think we still have
    some of Hedwig's clothes from a previous Convocation when she was little, but I do
    not know where it is. You will have to go as you are, Hazel."

    Hazel nodded, and that was when Elfriede walked over to the kitchen and picked up
    two items to carry them over to the main table. One was a simple, rather plain glass
    vase already filled with water. It was the other item that was interesting: a flower,
    but not a real flower. Rather, it was a delicate sculpture of a flower forged from
    copper or bronze. Seeing her curious look, Elfriede gave both of them a tiny shake.
    "This is how we will travel to the Convocation. When I set the vase down, you need to
    grab it firmly and hang on. If you let go early, there is no way to
    know where you will land."

    Looking left and right, Hazel saw that this was not a surprise warning to the
    other hags. It was only she who was visibly worried, and her left hand latched onto
    the vase as soon as it was placed. Hedwig gave her a knowing look and a faint smirk
    before doing the same. Even without the youngest hag's thoughts, Hazel knew she was
    being laughed at.

    Once they were all holding the vase, Elfriede positioned the stem of the flower
    above the mouth. "Ready? Three… two… one."

    The flower fell. As soon as the tip of the stem hit the surface of the water, a
    pale mist started pouring up and out of the vase. The mist, the fog, washed over her
    and swirled all around, until soon she could barely see her own hand let alone the
    hags beside her. That was when a gust of wind come from nowhere, blowing against her
    face and chest with increasing strength until she had to close her left eye and rely
    only on her vision through her monocle.

    "Hold on!" she heard through the fog, the yell dull as if it were coming from a
    great distance.

    Her fingers were turning numb, but she squeezed them as tightly as she dared. The
    wind blew harder and hard. After half a minute, it had reached the point that she
    honestly thought her feet were trying to slide backwards on the floor. The vase was
    vibrating in her grip, making it all the harder for her to keep still. She gritted
    her teeth and leaned forwards against the wind—

    The vase vanished. Not shattered; it was simply gone.

    With nothing left to hold, Hazel could not stop herself from being pushed
    backwards. She had to take a step back to keep from being shoved, and then another.
    As if that were a prearranged signal, as soon as her foot touched the ground for the
    second time, the winds stopped and the mist faded away. She blinked, blinked again,
    and then turned her head this way and that to look at her new surroundings.

    This was not the hags' cabin. It was a large cave, one with many natural shelves
    that were covered with candles and piles of old wax. A single tunnel was visible over
    to her left side. And, thankfully, three hags were also present.

    'What was that?'

    "A special artefact, one only a few hags have the talent to create." Elfriede
    readjusted her gown and then did the same for Gertrud. "I know you do not want to
    be here, but do you have to act like such a child about it? Most of us can only
    use the Making to craft things that have special properties. Crafting artefacts that
    have special abilities? It is a very rare talent indeed.

    "Anyway, the way it works is that when it is put in water, it will transport us
    from our home to this mountain. The water is gradually used up, and when it is all
    gone, we will immediately be pulled back home. That vase contains enough water for us
    to stay here for a full day, which should be enough for the first part of what we
    need to do, namely finding a proper Hexerin for Hedwig."

    Hexerin? That was not a word in her dictionary, of that Hazel was sure, but
    nevertheless she could not help thinking she had heard it from Elfriede's mind
    before. She just did not remember when.

    The tunnel leading from the cave wound left and right as it descended deeper into
    the mountain, and a couple of minutes later they emerged into a much,
    much larger space. It was still within the mountain, but Hazel had
    to blink as despite that fact her eyes were still surprised by streams of sunlight
    coming into the heart of the rock. Blinking a couple of times, she was finally able
    to make out several wide windows cut into the mountainside itself. That light shined
    throughout an immense pocket, one that might have been a natural cave or cavern once
    upon a time but had been greatly expanded over a period of time she found impossible
    to guess.

    And throughout that cavern? Hazel looked around and around at the dozens, maybe
    more than a hundred, hags who were ambling back and forth throughout
    the space. Some of them had set up small stands for food and drink; others were
    chitchatting with friends or family members. Almost everyone was dressed in clothing
    similar to either Elfriede's or Hedwig's but in a veritable rainbow of colors. Only a
    few were not, and nearly all of them were instead wearing thick leather outfits and
    carrying some kind of weapon. Guards, maybe, to make sure nobody got too rowdy? She
    could not say for sure.

    One of the many hags had started walking up to them as soon as they emerged, this
    one wearing floor-length robes in the same grey-blue color as Elfriede's dress and
    carrying a large, thick book. "Good afternoon, Wilhelmine," Elfriede said as she came
    closer.

    The new arrival gave them a nod. "Elfriede, Gertrud, Hedwig. Welcome to the
    Convocat— Who in the world is she?" she asked when her eyes alighted on
    Hazel. "What is she? You I do not know."

    "This is Hazel." Elfriede waved for her to come a little closer, and when she did
    she saw this Wilhelmine's nostrils flare as they caught her human scent. "She
    wandered up to our cabin a couple of months ago. As best as any of us can determine,
    she has both hag and wand-waver in her blood."

    "That would explain her appearance and her smell. May I?" asked Wilhelmine,
    reaching out toward Hazel. She gave the hag a nod and then had to keep from rolling
    her eyes when Wilhelmine tilted her head this way and that. "I must admit, I have
    never heard of a hag bearing a wand-waver's child. Do you know to which coven your
    mother belongs, child?"

    Hazel shook her head and started writing with her sparkler, 'Both my parents
    died when I was a baby.'

    The glowing letters caught Wilhelmine by surprise, but after a quick jerk
    backwards she glanced over at Elfriede. "I see now why you are so sure she is partly
    wand-waver."

    "And yet she is also talented in the Making. She created her staff and her bag
    before she even learned what the Making was."

    Wilhelmine's eyes lit up with surprise that was followed by… greed? "A budding
    crafter, perhaps? Our coven has not had one of them for nearly ten years, and here
    comes Elisabeth's daughter with a coven-less child. I almost wish I could add her to
    the rolls myself, but until I speak with the Elder I will place her down as
    being of unknown coven for now. I am sure the Elder will want to speak with you
    later," she added with a look towards Elfriede that Hazel supposed was meant to be
    subtle. "In the meantime, your daughter was the primary reason you came, yes?"

    Elfriede only nodded.

    "Unfortunately," Hedwig thought with a huff. "The coven this and the
    family that. What if I don't want to get pregnant yet? No one asked me for my
    opinion."

    Hazel whipped her head towards Hedwig. What did she mean, get pregnant?!

    "The Elder has granted permission for you to acquire and transfer debt on the
    coven's behalf," continued Wilhelmine as she flipped through the book. "My records
    show that her father belongs to the Quiet River coven. Is that correct?" At
    Elfriede's nod, she slapped the heavy book closed. "Excellent. I hope your search is
    fruitful."

    "Thank you for your time," Elfriede told her with another small nod. "Let's move
    along."

    Once they were a dozen steps away from Wilhelmine, Hazel started writing only to
    immediately wipe away the words as questions pelted her mind one after another.
    Finally she decided on the first question that needed to be asked. 'What did
    she—'

    A rolling drumbeat caught her by surprise, dispersing the sparks of her words. The
    hags looked over to the side, towards one of several other tunnels that were visible
    now that they were in the cavern proper. All of them had different expressions;
    Elfriede's one of excitement, Gertrud's of boredom, and Hedwig's of resignation. The
    mother of the family turned to Hazel and waved towards the source of the sound. "This
    is wonderful timing. Hazel, you are about to see something no wand-waver is or will
    be ever allowed to see. One of the Hexerin has just arrived."

    Before she could ask for more clarification, movement became visible at the
    tunnel's mouth. A hag wearing a set of drums strapped onto her emerged first, the
    tune becoming more lively now that everyone could see her. A second hag was behind
    her, this one wearing white and light grey clothing and a shawl much like Elfriede's.
    Was this the Hexerin they were talking about?

    "Oh, right. I forgot Franziska had a son," Gertrud muttered almost to herself.

    Son? Hazel's gaze flicked towards the hag for a moment before returning to the
    procession. Sure enough, another hag was coming out, and he – for he was definitely a
    he – looked entirely different from the women in front of him and those standing
    around watching the event. The first thing that caught her eye was, surprisingly
    enough, how small he was. He had to be a full head shorter than his supposed mother,
    and he was slim and lithe as well. Over his chest he wore not a wraparound dress or
    shirt the way the women hags did but instead a bright white vest, one that was laced
    up to his neck with pinkish-red laces rather than buttoned. His trousers were also
    white and oddly shaped; they were very baggy from his ankles up to about mid-thigh,
    and then the narrowed dramatically until they were only attached to a belt around his
    waist right above his hips. Everything more in the middle was not covered by his
    trousers but rather a patch of a bright red cloth that visibly bulged out.

    She was too far away to pick up his thoughts and what his opinion on this event
    and his clothing were, and she could not tell from his facial expression either. The
    lower half of his face was covered by a thin gauzy veil the same pink as the laces.
    His eyes and the top of his head were visible, but even from this distance she could
    see the shining gold eyeliner and purple eyeshadow and blush painted onto his face.
    It was more makeup than she had seen any of the hags she already knew ever wearing
    all put together.

    More hags followed after the man dressed in similar outfits to Franziska, but
    watching where the hags' attention was, it was clear that this man, this Hexerin, was
    the focus. Hazel tugged lightly on Elfriede's sleeve and pointed to the question she
    had written in the few seconds before that. 'He is a Hexerin? Are they in
    charge?'

    She was not sure what reaction she was expecting, but she knew it was not
    laughter.

    Elfriede's quiet laughter made Gertrude and Hedwig look at her and her words, and
    they soon started giggling as well. "What a silly child she can be
    sometimes," thought Elfriede as she mastered herself. "Wand-wavers may put their
    males in charge of things, but you will never find a Hexerin making decisions."

    'Then why are they special?'

    "They are special because they are precious. Not for their capabilities; Hexerin
    are physically weak and frail, and almost without exception have little to no skill
    in the Brewing or the Making. It is because they are few in number and shorter lived
    than proper hags. Only one in five births is male, and they rarely live past thirty."
    The smile on Elfriede's face faded away at the morbid turn of the conversation. "At
    the same time, without Hexerin it would be impossible to bring about the next
    generation of our race. They therefore have to be protected, and raising a Hexerin to
    maturity is an achievement worthy of praise. Their presence is also one of the main
    purposes of the Convocation."

    Hazel turned her head to look meaningfully at Hedwig. She had not forgotten the
    younger hag's thoughts just a couple of minutes ago. 'That is why we are here?
    You want Hedwig to have a baby?'

    Her question earned her shocked looks from all three. "I sometimes forget how
    scarily insightful you can be," Hedwig ultimately told her, clearly summing
    up the opinion of her mother and aunt if their nods and thoughts were any
    indication.

    'Do you want a baby?' she continued,
    underlining the word of greatest import to her. If Hedwig did not, if she was being
    forced to do this…

    She had many reasons for leaving the Dursley home a year previously, but most of
    them ultimately boiled down to keeping herself safe and to becoming who
    she wanted to be, not whatever empty husk her aunt and uncle wished
    she was. They wanted to break her and keep her from becoming the sorceress she was
    meant to be, no matter what steps they had to do to achieve it. She liked Hedwig, and
    if Hedwig told her she did not want to go through with this, there were ways to get
    both of them out of this situation.

    Elfriede had said that flower thing would only recall them tomorrow. That meant
    they had an entire day to collect whatever Hedwig felt she needed before anyone would
    be able to chase them down.

    "Why do you need to ask hard questions? Even if it is nice that someone
    finally asks my opinion." Hedwig sighed and shrugged her shoulders. "I do not
    mind the idea of having a child. Do I want one right now? Not
    necessarily, but I know it is important to have one eventually. And," she added with
    a sigh to mask the relief now entering her mind, "it is not as if a child is
    guaranteed. If I do not get pregnant this time, there will not be another Convocation
    for a year. That is time to get my head in the right frame of mind."

    "No one feels ready when it is their time to have a child." Hazel and Hedwig both
    looked over at Elfriede. The eldest of the three hags was not looking back at them
    but rather down and to the side. Several seconds of silence passed before she sighed
    and looked up to meet Hedwig's eyes. "I most definitely did not feel like it when I
    became pregnant with you. I remember asking my mother if I really needed to go
    through with it or if I could avoid it."

    "Begged, really," Gertrud cut in.

    Elfriede nodded reluctantly at her sister's commentary. "Yes, I did. I am not too
    proud to admit that, although she did not need to hear that right this
    minute. At the time, I only went through with it because I knew it was expected
    of me and because I was the only one who would continue our family. But after? When
    you were born and I held you in my arms for the first time?" She reached out and
    clutched her daughter's hands, and tears started welling up in her eyes. "I would not
    trade you for the world. You are the best thing in my life, and I just want to you be
    happy like I am happy. Just because this is a duty to the family does not mean that I
    would push you towards anything that I did not think was good for you too."

    Hedwig started getting teary as well, and soon both their thoughts were swimming
    in self-recriminating circles.

    Hazel sidled over to Gertrud as mother and daughter started murmuring quietly to
    each other. 'She said only she could have a child. Why?'

    The question made Gertrud frown for a moment as her thoughts turned darkly
    inwards. "No one knows how the Hunger is passed on. It seems like it is more common
    for children to have it if their mother has it, but it is not a guarantee. So while
    it is not frowned upon for someone like me to have a child, it is
    not expected like it is for them. I never had any interest in having a daughter
    anyway, so it worked out for the best I think."

    Elfriede wiped her eyes as she pulled back so she and her daughter were not face
    to face. "I am sorry you felt like I was pushing this on you,
    Hedwig."

    "And I am sorry I never brought it up before. I just… I thought that you would not
    listen if I did." Hedwig took a deep breath. "But I also know this is expected of me.
    Not just by you, but the Elder and everyone else. I… It cannot be that bad. It is not
    as if I am the first and only one."

    Laying a hand on her shoulder, Elfriede waited until Hedwig was looking at her
    again. "Do not feel like you need to be pregnant by tonight or the end of the week.
    Just because the Elder gave permission does not mean you are obligated to do
    anything. All I really wanted you to do was to peek at some of them and see if any
    catch your fancy. If you found one you liked, wonderful. If you were undecided, that
    would be fine too. There will be other Convocations, and it is not a decision that
    must be made this year."

    "Just look?" Elfriede nodded, and Hedwig gave her a weak smile, still watery from
    their earlier emotional moment. "I think I can manage that. I cannot guarantee
    anything else."

    "I am not asking for anything else." At the nod from her daughter, Elfriede moved
    her attention back to Gertrud. "I planned on keeping Hazel near me, but perhaps you
    should take her so Hedwig and I can—"

    "No. It is all right." Hedwig gave her mother a nod. "I will be fine with Aunt
    Gertrud. With Hazel's heritage, she will be safer if you are the one nearby."

    Looking between the three of them, Hazel quickly told them, 'I am fine either
    way. I just want Hedwig to be okay.'

    Elfriede's hand came down on Hazel's head and ruffled her hair. "You are
    making me regret not giving Hedwig a little sister. Very well. You stay close to
    me. I have something in mind that I needed you for anyway, and I have no doubt you
    have many more questions." The last bit was said with a smile, removing any potential
    sting others might have heard.

    Giving the others a wave, Hazel and Elfriede started walking away from the tunnel
    entrances and toward several of the stalls that had been set up. As soon as they were
    a bit farther from the mass of hags, Hazel started writing the first of her many
    questions. 'What did you and Wilhelmine mean about permission and
    debts?'

    "The most important exchanges, transactions you could say, that occur in our
    culture are not done through currency like pig-humans and wand-wavers. No, vital
    exchanges such as access to another coven's Hexerin or the services of a crafter
    require a more lasting kind of trade. Instead, we take on a debt to the coven whose
    help we need, but in doing so we place our coven as a whole into debt. That means
    that an individual family or even a single member of a coven must have requested and
    obtained permission from the elder of the coven before such promises can be made, and
    the creation of the debt must be overseen by the designated record-keepers of each
    coven."

    'So covens just owe each other all sorts of debts? Would it not get hard to
    remember who owes whom, even with records? How are the debts repaid?'

    Her questions earned her another faint grin. "There sometimes are piles of debts,
    you are correct. However, instead of creating a new debt oftentimes covens will trade
    debts, or providing the same service that would create a debt can instead be used to
    pay off a debt that coven already owes. And sometimes, just sometimes, a debt will be
    called in when one coven truly needs a task performed that is not typical. This again
    is all up to the discretion of the elders, thankfully. I would not want to be the
    person who makes all these decisions.

    "But that is the answer to your question about how we keep track of debts. There
    are not so many that it is an impossible task, but still enough that it has to be
    carefully documented. It is a complicated task that I hope you never need to be
    involved with. And here we are. Hello, Dagna."

    Hazel turned away from Elfriede and glanced around. While they were walking, she
    had been led to one of the many stands within the cavern. Dagna, apparently, was the
    hag standing behind the counter of one of these stands, one of the larger ones as far
    as Hazel could tell. It had actual walls on all four sides and a tarp or cloth of
    some kind draped over the top. It was not dedicated to food or drink, however. On the
    walls were instead a number of strange iron tools as well as all number of different
    kinds of leather and other tanned hides.

    "Elfriede," Dagna said in response. "This the girl you wrote to me about? Does
    not look like much. Funny-looking kid, honestly."

    "She is."

    "Fun. See what you mean, too. I do not know why anyone would want to wear
    something like that, but that thing looks like it is on its last legs." Dagda
    held her hand out and made an impatient grabbing motion. "Give me your weird
    eye-thing, girl."

    That demand earned a silent request for confirmation and explanation directed at
    Elfriede. "We all noticed how ratty worn the strap of your lens is. It looks
    like it will break sooner or later, and it needs replacing." She shrugged.
    "Originally I planned on just buying a strip of leather and attaching it when we came
    back, but since you came here with us instead…"

    "I prefer this. It will look nicer if I sew the strip together instead of you just
    tying it," threw in Dagna.

    That was all well and good for Dagna, but her monocle-eyepatch? Her fairy lens?
    Hazel reached up to touch it possessively. She only had one of these, and it would be
    impossible to replace if anything happened to it. She would be blind.

    'Are you sure? I do not want it broken.'

    "Dagna will be careful, I promise." Elfriede then ruined any confidence in her
    statement when she turned a mild glare onto Dagna. "Won't you?"

    "Yeah, yeah. Careful as can be."

    It was with slow and cautious movements that Hazel reached up and pulled the strap
    forwards over her head and let the lens fall away from her face. Everything
    immediately became blurry, but that did not interfere with her fingers as she felt
    the shoelace she had first used to tie the lens on. Sure enough, she could feel
    several spots where the texture changed and the shoelace was thinner than in others.
    She had not realized how close it was to breaking free, but from what her hands told
    her, Elfriede was right about that.

    It was time to replace the strap, and leather should hold up better than her
    shoelace had. And leather could likely be repaired with her fixing spell. She was not
    willing to bet the same on the artificially made shoelace.

    She held out the eyepatch and lens to Dagna. The hag took it in her hands and held
    it close to look at the details. "Huh. That smell." Hazel heard Dagna take a
    breath and hum thoughtfully. "Is this spirit-touched? How unusual. I can fit
    a little strip of leather through here, but you might want to take it to Jarvia to
    get a thicker frame. It will be safer that way."

    Hazel could not see either Elfriede or Dagna, but she nonetheless shook her head.
    'Not today, thank you. This is enough for me. Maybe I will look into doing that
    later.'

    "It is your lens-thingy. You get to deal with it if the frame breaks sometime
    later. Give me ten minutes. If I am going to sew it together, Elfriede, it will hold
    better but I am going to charge you more. Three hundred Zauberpfennig."

    Her eyes widened at that. Three hundred?! 'That is too much,
    Elfriede!'

    "What? No, it is fine. A few hundred Zauberpfennig is not much. I do not know what
    currency pig-humans use, but I know wand-wavers use these coins as well. This is
    likely cheaper than a leatherworker in Mainz would request for the same
    commission."

    "Maybe I should charge you more!" yelled Dagna.

    Left unable to see anything close to her clearly, Hazel had little to do but
    people-watch as best she could on everybody who was farther away where her eyes
    actually could focus. That was the only reason she ultimately spotted a couple of
    hags in what she had to assume were Elfriede's coven's colors walking with purpose in
    their direction. 'Are those friends of yours?' she asked, pointing towards
    the approaching but still far-off pair.

    "Oh no. Why did it have to be her?! No, they are not friends," Elfriede
    said, hiding her sudden surge of anxiety. "It is the Elder and her guardian. Astrid
    does not like wand-wavers, albeit with good reason. It might be for the best
    that you avoid drawing attention to yourself as much as possible while I speak with
    the Elder."

    Another couple of minutes passed before the pair arrived, leaving Hazel looking at
    a couple of colorful blurs. "Elfriede, welcome to the Convocation," one of them said,
    her voice cracking only slightly as evidence of her more advanced age. The Elder the
    other hags had mentioned, perhaps? "Are you enjoying yourself? I think I remember you
    saying you were bringing your daughter to examine the Hexerin on display."

    "Indeed, Elder Freya. She is with Gertrud at the moment. We needed to split our
    duties so I could bring Hazel here to have her… glasses? Her lens looked at and the
    strap patched up."

    "Hazel, was it? Yes, Wilhelmine was quite excited when she told me about
    your guest. I assume that would be you, my dear?"

    'That is me, yes,' she wrote back. She could hear both the Elder's and
    this Astrid's mental sounds of surprise, but one of them was laced through with
    threads of anger as well. Unsure of what else she should say, she continued, 'I
    hope you are enjoying the Convocation.'

    That startled a laugh out of the Elder. "I always enjoy our get-togethers.
    Wilhelmine told me you could do that, but a description does not do it justice.
    She was right in that it looks like nothing I have ever seen a wand-waver
    do. I am curious, however; why do you write instead of speak?"

    Hazel tilted her head back and raised two fingers to the scar on her neck. She
    lowered her head so she could look in the vague direction of the Elder and then
    pointed at her mouth before shaking her head. That should, hopefully, be clear enough
    not to need further explanation.

    From the burst of pity coming from the Elder, she supposed it was. "Poor
    child. How did that happen?"

    'I do not know. It happened when I was a baby, but no one ever told me more
    than that.'

    "Intentional, then? Someone who recognized that she was only partly
    human? You have my sympathies."

    The Elder might be sympathetic, but strangely Astrid standing next to her was not.
    There was no change in the vague, wordless anger and feelings of distrust coming from
    that woman. Finally she spoke, her voice harsh and gravelly. "Elder, I must protest
    this wand-waver being permitted here. You know well that her kind are not
    trustworthy."

    "Now, Astrid, be kind. She clearly has wand-waver in her heritage, but she just as
    clearly is the child of a hag. She is one of us."

    "No wand-waver could ever be one of us," Astrid thought with a snarl.
    "She nonetheless is a potential risk to our security. If she told other wand-wavers
    where we come to gather… they could try killing us all," she finished
    silently.

    The Elder and Elfriede understood the unspoken train of thought regardless. "Hazel
    would not do that," insisted Elfriede. "She may be descended from
    wand-wavers, but she has never behaved like one of them. I doubt she will start doing
    so now unless you push her away."

    "Oh. How do I interrupt this?" Dagna thought to herself. Hazel glanced
    over towards the craftswoman how had been doing her best to ignore the building
    conflict. That was good enough for Dagna, who carefully held her lens back to her.
    She needed to spend a moment feeling what had been done to it, including finding a
    small buckle on the end of one of the two strips that were now attached to the
    circular metal frame. Positioning her lens back over her right eye, she looked over
    the now-visible stalemate while working to thread the strap through the buckle.

    What really caught her eye were not the expressions on Elfriede and Astrid's faces
    but instead all the scars, both thick and thin, that spiraled up Astrid's forearms.
    One hand was tightly clenched around the haft of a short spear – and how she was
    making the edges of the spear's tip flicker green like that, she would love to ask
    much later – while the other was equally tight but gripping a knife
    sheathed at her waist.

    "I'll get this," Dagna said from behind her. The woman's hands batted her fingers
    away and quickly buckled the lens back onto her face.

    With her own hands free, Hazel started writing before anything was said by the
    arguing hags that could not be taken back. 'I do not want to cause any trouble. I
    would not tell the wand-wavers anything about this place. All I want is to see and
    learn and understand.'

    "As you should," the Elder said once she saw Hazel's words. "All hags,
    full-blooded or not, should know where they come from. Admittedly, I did not know
    that mixed-blood hags existed until today, but
    that changes nothing worth mentioning. I appreciate your dedication to our
    secrecy and our safety, Astrid, but I think you are worried about nothing in this
    instance."

    "But Elder—"

    "Astrid." The warmth was gone from the Elder's voice, and with no little mental
    grumbling the enforcer took a physical step backwards. The Elder gave Elfriede and
    Hazel a smile, and although both of them noticed it was strained, neither said
    anything. "Please, enjoy the rest of the Convocation."

    The pair started walking away, and after a minute or so both Hazel and Elfriede
    finally relaxed. 'That was stressful.'

    "You have that right."

    'Why does Astrid dislike wand-wavers so much?'

    Her question caught Elfriede by surprise, although not because of the root of the
    issue. "You noticed that, did you?" Hazel gave her a disbelieving look and nodded her
    head, prompting a sigh. She was pretty sure she could have put that together even
    without her mind-reading. "Astrid's interactions with wand-wavers are
    traumatic… complicated. I recognize that there are decent wand-wavers just
    as much as there are terrible ones, and probably far more of the former than the
    latter, but Astrid's first experiences with wand-wavers were with the worst of the
    worst that humanity has to offer. It takes a particular kind of monster to
    experiment on another living being just because they can."

    Hazel's eyes widened as she stared wordlessly at Elfriede.
    Experiments? Did that really mean what she thought it meant?

    Elfriede caught Hazel's look and cleared her throat. "I might have said more
    than I should. Thankfully, her distrust does not matter. You have the Elder's
    approval to be here, and that is all that matters. Let us move on, shall we? There is
    still much to see, and hopefully that will be enough to get your mind off
    this."

    She gave Elfriede a short nod. She did not think she would forget it as quickly as
    the hag hoped, but she could see the sense in not dwelling on it. Not here and now,
    anyway.

    Terrible as it was, that was something she could do nothing about.

    

    This chapter ballooned out of control rather quickly and went into
    territory I was not expecting. All the family drama between Elfriede and Hedwig? That
    caught me completely by surprise.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    25. The Sins of Man
  

  
    antienoftheshadows: Was I inspired by one of Matt Mercer's
    characters? Maaaaaaybe. ;-)

    Homarid: It is less that there are few HAGS in the world or in
    the Convocation and more that the males are rare and vulnerable, and typically a good
    proportion of fertile Hexerin are brought to each Convocation. Astrid both knows the
    hags' weakest point and is extremely cynical about wizards.

    RedFriend: I feel the need to clarify this, but Hazel did not
    just accidentally a metamorphmagus or anything of the like. What she did to get into
    the Convocation was not a physical change. It was all illusion. Useful for sure, but
    nothing more than that.

    Scionists: I'd argue that a lot of the "tropey nonsense" you saw
    in my older fics is because they were started nine years ago when those aspects were
    much less of cliches. (Although Dumbledore being a manipulative SOB is actually
    canon based on my reading of book 7.) All that being said, I've
    mentioned in previous ANs that I intend for Dumbledore to actually be the good and
    caring old wizard he presented himself as in the first couple of books. The Weasleys…
    This might be a small spoiler, but as of right now I have no plans for any of them to
    be main characters in the first place.

    Regarding "murderous Dursleys", think about what the end of the first chapter
    looked like from Vernon's perspective. He woke up to find his creepy niece not in the
    cupboard where she belonged but instead standing over sleeping his wife doing
    who-knows-what kind of freakishness to her. I had already mentioned the adult
    Dursleys were afraid of her and her powers, so this being the straw that broke the
    camel's back should not be too surprising.

    "Uh, I don't think 'Hexerin' is grammatically correct": You're
    right! However, it was constructed this way intentionally. I mentioned previously
    that I don't know German, but my research was enough to know that 'Hexe' is feminine
    in gender. At the same time, I wanted to signify by the name as well as the
    description that male hags take on certain traits and roles in the hags' culture that
    were traditionally ascribed to women in the real world. Hence the feminine ending on
    an already feminine word.

    

    Chapter 25
The Sins of Man

    The transition from the hags' cabin to the forest of Compiègne was like walking
    outside into a blizzard.

    Hazel pulled her coat tighter around herself, fighting the wind that seemed
    determined to rip it away. It was enough to make her wonder whether it would be smart
    to jump back to Germany and try this again later. The weather was not
    warm within the Black Forest, not in the slightest, but at least it
    was not storming there. It was not as if her favorite group of werewolves were
    waiting for her, after all. Her visit was supposed to be a surprise, especially since
    she had told them she would be coming back in the spring rather than just after the
    new year.

    The idea of the werewolves being stuck in this same horrible weather would not
    leave her head once it popped in there, though, and that helped motivate her to
    continue on. It did not hurt either that if she was returning, it would be to an
    empty cabin in the woods. Astrid might have been the most vehement and vociferous
    about her attendance at the Convocation, even disguised as a half-hag the way she
    was, but the soldier had not been the only hag who looked at her with thoughts and
    expressions of mistrust. After that, she had decided to leave the rest of the
    Convocation to the real hags. This year, anyway.

    Hunching her shoulders and leaning forwards, she pushed through the snow as best
    she could. If there was one good thing about this situation, it was that she had
    returned here after getting new boots and a heavy wool coat. Otherwise she would have
    little chance of making it through this horrid weather.

    The winds continued to swirl and beat down on her, but in those moments where it
    changed directions she finally had a chance to look around before everything was
    hidden within the white flurries again. To her surprise, there was a new addition to
    the camp, namely a covered cart about the same length as a sedan with big, wooden
    wheels, three to each side. The sides were covered with a layer of snow, which made
    it hard to tell what they were made of underneath, but from the way the cover shifted
    in the winds, it was probably cloth of some kind.

    Hazel paused in her push through the storming snow and looked at the spot where
    she had seen the cart for several long seconds. The people who lived here had lots of
    cabins and other solid structures. Why would they change things up and go for a cart
    now? Were they planning on moving away from the forest? Why would they do that?

    She resumed pushing through the snow, and as she moved steadily closer to the
    center of the compound she started hearing unfamiliar voices. Those voices she soon
    discovered belonged to a number of men standing around one of the cabins. Something
    flapped around on the roof, and for a moment she was confused and slightly worried
    about what they could be doing. That confusion passed, though, when one man jumped up
    to grab the corner of the flapping thing and held it in place long enough for someone
    else to do something to it. That second individual then pulled taut the rope he had
    just tied to the corner and secured it to something else she could not see buried in
    the snow.

    Hasty repairs, maybe? Had something happened? And still left unanswered was the
    question of who these people were.

    If anyone had the answers, it would be Jean Luc.

    The wind blew especially fierce for a moment, and she shook her head. Her initial
    plan had been to jump into the forest just outside of the commune so she could walk
    in and see everybody at the same time, but if her friends had any sense at all, they
    would be inside their cabins, not walking around in this nonsense. That meant there
    was no point in her trekking through this horribleness, either. Gripping her staff
    more tightly, she jumped upwards—

    —and landed inside Jean Luc's cabin. The inside, she saw, looked little different
    than it had back in the summer with the exception of several rugs hanging on the
    walls from hooks she had noticed before but never thought to ask about. At least she
    now knew their purpose. Of Jean Luc, however, there was no sign.

    It was thankfully warmer inside the cabin, and so she started undoing several of
    the buttons so she could take off the heavy coat. As she did so, a ball of feathers
    wiggled away from the crook of her neck where he had nestled earlier and started
    chirping angrily.

    How was I supposed to know it was going to be this cold?!, she demanded
    as Morgan continued his complaints. It was not this bad in Germany. It is not as
    if I can predict the weather! I'm stuck in it just the same as you.

    Draping her coat over the back of a chair, she rubbed her arms and looked around
    some more. If nothing else, at least it did not look like anything terrible had
    happened. All his ledgers were still in their places, and while one book was out on
    the desk, it was also closed with his quill in its usual spot and his pot of ink
    securely corked. It was how he always left his workspace when he was interrupted in
    his work and needed to take care of something outside of the cabin.

    And if she had to guess, she suspected the strange men covering the roof of a
    cabin with a tarp was the thing he needed to take care of. He would be back, of that
    she was sure.

    A couple of minutes passed, but eventually the door opened to allow a bald man
    wearing several layers of clothing into the room. His eyes landed on her, and he took
    a hasty step backwards. "Who in the… Hazel? What are you doing here?"

    'I came to check on all of you,' she replied. 'Is the cart yours? You
    are not moving away, are you?'

    That question tickled him if his short laugh was any indication. "It is so
    easy to forget how young she is sometimes. No, none of us are leaving. Have no
    fear on that. We have some visitors, that is all." She tilted her head in silent
    question, and in response he pulled off some of the extra layers before seating
    himself at his desk. "Not everyone has a place to stay all the time – much like
    you, I suppose – and sometimes those that do have such a place do not want to
    remain there regardless. Some of us are like that, wandering around from community to
    community instead of staying in one place."

    'What brought them here, then? Do they need supplies?' That was her
    struggle when she was on the road, after all, the constant need to get more food and
    batteries and occasionally other things. She had an advantage in that she could make
    herself unseen to walk in and out of stores and a bottomless bag to put everything
    in, but without those options she could easily imagine how much more difficult it
    would be to keep herself fed. And that was just her! If she had to continuously
    supply a whole group, things would be exponentially more difficult.

    "Not so much, although I am sure they would not refuse were additional supplies
    offered. This group is one that goes from commune to commune helping out where they
    can." Jean Luc sighed and ran a hand over his bald head. "It is good that they came
    when they did, in all honesty. We have had several storms blow through here in the
    last couple of weeks, and the roofs are not as strong as we thought they were. We
    will need to repair them when we have a chance, but thankfully they were in the area
    and could help us patch up the holes. Hopefully the repairs will last long enough
    that we can keep using them. Nobody likes having to pile in three or four in a
    single cabin."

    Roving handymen and do-gooders? It sounded like it was indeed lucky that they had
    been on their way here if things were that dire. 'Can I meet them?'

    Jean Luc's eyes flicked over her question, and then it felt like an entire sea of
    fear suddenly swirled around him. "That would probably not the best idea. There are
    many of us, too many, who hate wizards as much as the common wizard hates
    and fears us. This group is the same, and I do not want them to hurt you—"

    The door banged open, and another man walked into the cabin before shucking off
    his coat to reveal a heavily patched long-sleeved shirt and equally raggedy jeans.
    Fewer layers than Jean Luc wore, she could not help but notice. He was larger than
    Jean Luc, too, in his height and the width of his shoulders and the raw size of his
    arms. The earliest touches of grey were just beginning to spread from his temples,
    even if his scruffy, whiskery beard was already heavily salt-and-peppered. He was
    almost reminiscent of Uncle Vernon in some ways, she could not help but think, but
    only if her uncle had replaced his enormous belly and his five chins with an equal
    weight in muscle. And, of course, if her uncle was willing to do manual labor to help
    a group of 'freaks'.

    "—another couple of tarps just to be on the safe side. That should be all
    the holes patched up…" The man blinked as he looked away from Jean Luc and towards
    Hazel. "Who is this, now?"

    Jean Luc's face had gone blank as if to hide all the worry now churning in his
    gut. Hazel nibbled on her lip before reaching up with her hand to wave and start
    writing. She had no reason to doubt Jean Luc, but just standing around not answering
    the question would not hide the truth for very long either, nor make him predisposed
    to like her. 'Hi. My name is Hazel.'

    "A witch." That thought echoed with anger, old
    yet still strong, but only a moment passed before his narrowed, amber eyes started to
    soften. "But… I have never seen a witch or wizard do anything like this. Not to
    mention how calm she is in front of two of us. Does she know what we are?" he
    asked Jean Luc, his gaze never leaving her.

    "You mean that we are werewolves? Yes, she does. He appears calm, more so than
    I would have expected from his reputation. Thank goodness. I thought he would be more
    angry and aggressive."

    The other man's attention was fully back on her, however, only to find she was
    already writing. 'Yes, I know what all of you are. I am not afraid of werewolves
    when you are not furry. It helps that I am not the kind of witch you have ever
    met.'

    There, that should be enough to explain to him that he had no reason to hate or
    fear her. It was likely the best and fastest way she could think of to address his
    real concern without making it obvious that she had lifted it from his own thoughts.
    It was one secret she had never revealed to anyone, and for good reason. She had been
    witness too many times to the anger and fear everyone in Little Whinging felt when
    one of their secrets came out. Revealing that she could hear every passing thought,
    that no one had any secrets from her?

    No, that was not worth the trouble it would bring. Especially not to someone Jean
    Luc seemed to trust and who already did not trust the average wizard. Better to be
    subtle.

    Her answer earned her a short bark of a laugh. "I suppose you are not," he
    replied, rubbing his chin. "Maybe she is one of the good ones. Rarely are wizards
    or witches worth anything, even their own skins, but here and there it is possible
    for one to pop up I guess. Well, then. Hazel, was it?" She nodded, and he gave
    her a smile that displayed all his yellowed teeth. "A pleasure to meet you, not
    something I generally say to wizards. You can call me Fenrir."

    She gave him a wave.

    "How long have you been here? I missed her the last couple of days, but
    perhaps Jean Luc was trying to keep her out of sight and out of mind. Because she is
    a witch, or perhaps because she is young." His eyes drifted up and down her, and
    a black hunger rose within him that reminded her almost of the same hunger Gertrud
    felt. "She does look so tender and juicy. I can hardly blame Jean Luc for trying
    to keep her for his own pack… Huh. Now that is a thought."

    The hunger vanished as quickly as it reared its head, giving Hazel a feeling not
    unlike whiplash. Not like Gertrud, now that she had another second to think about it.
    Gertrud's hunger was just that, Gertrud's. This… This felt
    different, like it was coming from inside him but was not necessarily
    him all at the same time. It was all very confusing.

    Thankfully she had a question she could focus on answering instead of worrying
    about how he wanted to eat her for a second. 'I come and go. I met them this
    summer and spent a few months before moving on. I just came back to check on them and
    see how everyone was doing.'

    "How admirable," he told her with a slow nod. "You look like you care for this
    pack a great deal, despite not being one of us."

    She nodded in response, but errant emotions and thoughts from Jean Luc soon
    distracted her. "By the Circles, we are not
    animals. Why he insists on calling us packs, I have no
    idea. I also do not know why he is so curious about her, and that? That makes me
    uneasy."

    "But I wonder," Fenrir continued, unaware of Jean Luc's frustrations and
    curiosity, "would you like to join us in truth?"

    That question immediately shut off Jean Luc's complaints in lieu of a wordless
    shock and fear. Shock and fear that Hazel could understand and shared considering
    there were only a few ways to interpret his question. 'What?' she finally
    asked.

    Fenrir just shrugged. "You found friendly faces here, but a pack is truly home
    only to wolves. If you wish, I can give you our gift and bring you into our family.
    The full moon was a couple of nights ago, but the wolf is still strong. I should
    be able to push the change long enough for one good bite, especially if she
    cooperates."

    "You are mad," Jean Luc said, breaking the silence that hung in the air after
    Fenrir's offer. "Gift? Our existence is a curse, and you would
    inflict it on a child and pretend you have done her some great service? It is
    wrapping a ribbon around a poisoned apple."

    "It is only a curse if you treat it as one." Fenrir's voice held not anger nor
    surprise but resignation, as if this was an argument he had had several times before.
    For all she knew, he had. "Or you can ignore the wizards' propaganda and pay
    attention to your own eyes and ears. I call it a gift because that is exactly what it
    is. It marks us and makes us better than a simple wizard. Why do you think they fear
    us so? Because they know the truth just as much as I do, and they are desperate to
    keep us from realizing it. Hiding the truth is the only way they can truly
    control us."

    "We turn into mindless beasts once a month, and you think that makes us
    superior?!"

    Turning towards Jean Luc, Fenrir's eyes caught the light of the lamp and shined a
    polished gold for just an instant. A lazy smirk spread across his face. "Do not
    assume your experience is universal, Jean Luc. Many a wizard has died that way,
    and a few of our kind as well. It is a good way to lose a hand."

    Hazel took a step backwards as the two men glared at each other. The tension in
    the room was rising quickly, and she was getting worried that things were about to
    get ugly. If Fenrir really was as much like her uncle as he sort of looked, things
    might even turn violent. The last thing she wanted was for Jean Luc to get into a
    fight with the people who helped the commune as a whole, especially when it was just
    over her.

    Thankfully, she had an option for how to get rid of the source of their argument.
    Grabbing the heavy coat she had laid over one of Jean Luc's chairs, she jumped
    herself—

    —back to the Black Forest.

    Morgan twittered at her in confusion, but in the end he begrudgingly took flight
    from her shoulder so she could pull her coat back on. She offered her shoulder to him
    again, but now that he was in the air he sang lightly and circled her head. Have
    it your way, then, she told him before walking deeper into the woods. It was
    much more pleasant out here than it was in Compiègne, and right now a walk was a good
    way to clear her head.

    Not only was it warmer, it was also not nearly as snowy or windy, so she was able
    to enjoy the look of these familiar trees. She had not had a definite location in
    mind when she jumped away from the commune, just somewhere in the Black Forest, but
    she recognized where she was now that she could spot a few landmarks. North of the
    hags' cabin, roughly a ten minute walk based on her trips with Elfriede to gather
    ingredients. The familiarity was enough to put her at ease, and as she did she turned
    the confrontation she had just left over and over in her head.

    Do you think running was the right idea, she asked her friend after
    several minutes of thinking. I thought maybe it would make them calm down if I
    was no longer there for them to fight over, but now I don't know. I don't know if
    they even realized I left at all. The last thing she wanted was for them to
    still fight, for Jean Luc to get hurt and run off their help, all for nothing.

    Even if her chest was still warm at how quickly Jean Luc had leapt to her
    defense.

    He and everyone else in the commune are all convinced that being a werewolf is
    the same as being a monster. I wonder why Fenrir's opinion is so much different? He
    sounded like he reveled in it. That thought
    triggered another, and she briskly rubbed her arms as a cold chill crept down her
    spine. Being a werewolf was not the only thing he enjoyed, not if his thought meant
    what she thought it meant. Why did his hunger seem so different to the hags'? What
    was its source? It was not just being a werewolf, that much she knew from her time
    spent with the commune, but if that was not it, where had it come from?

    Her feet wandered around the forest, past more spots she had visited more than a
    few times now when gathering ingredients with Elfriede, and perhaps half an hour
    later she felt it was getting close to the proper time to head back to the cabin. It
    might just be her there, but at least it would be a warm place to eat something and
    continue planning out her next steps. South, she had previously decided. She would
    head south sooner than later.

    Crouching down to slip underneath a fallen tree, her steps slowed to a halt when
    she realized what was in front of her. The trees here were smaller than the rest of
    the forest, and the farther in one direction she looked they continued to thin out.
    What was over there? She gave herself and Morgan a shrug and pushed deeper in.

    The longer she walked, the more stunted the trees became and the quicker that
    change progressed. Soon enough, the trees completely vanished. What stood before her
    was a completely bare clearing, one without trees or bushes or anything at all.
    Taking a couple of steps into the clearing, she looked down when she noticed that the
    sound of the snow crunching beneath her feet was different. It sounded…
    brittle was probably the best word for it. Even the air itself
    smelled and tasted off. Stale.

    Twittering came from behind her, and she glanced back to find Morgan stubbornly
    sitting on a branch at the edge of the clearing and squeaking at her. Normally he was
    right beside her everywhere she went, so why would he now be so insistent on staying
    away? The only time she could remember him acting like this was in front of… de
    Rais's… tower…

    She looked back at the center of the clearing and began backing away, backing
    towards the tree line. She did not need another encounter with hungry children's
    ghosts—

    A force like a dozen hands wrapped around her chest and yanked
    her off her feet.

    The ground rose at her faster than she could prepare herself, and she slammed and
    slid through the snow and the foul-smelling mud beneath. When she came to a stop, she
    desperately clambered to her feet and spun around. There was nothing here, not that
    she could see anyway. Which only confirmed that she was dealing with something far
    worse than a wild animal or a wizard.

    I mean you no harm, she yelled as desperately as she could. For all that
    she could not make a sound, spirits in the past had been able to understand her
    'voiced' thoughts without difficulty. She hoped this hidden spirit would be able to
    do the same. Nor was I trying to trespass. If you let me go, I will be out of
    your way.

    For a moment nothing happened, and Hazel held her breath. Would it leave her be
    the way she hoped, let her walk away from this and just stay out of its way from here
    on out? A weak breeze blew, stirring up a small swirl of snow off to one side.

    Again the force lashed out, flinging her forwards this time.

    She hit the ground, but unlike last time the ground did not stay put. It lifted up
    beneath her. Rolling off and away, she looked back to watch snow and mud rise up and
    up and up, the almost liquid form flowing and shaping into something recognizable.
    Before her stood a statue of a hag, the eyes staring unblinkingly at her.

    The mud-hag screamed and leapt, its long fingers outstretched to rip apart her
    flesh.

    Hazel got to her hands and feet and dived forwards, pushing with her will to jump
    away from this place. The world turned dark and tight, her body being squeezed and
    stretched as it attempted to cross space, but the forest did not come to meet her.
    She remained in that stretched state, the darkness twisting and warping around her
    for several breathless seconds, and then she was pulled backwards into the clearing
    again.

    The mud-hag had jumped over the spot where she once was when she jumped, giving
    her just enough distance to crab-walk her way behind her and glance over herself. Why
    had that not worked? What had kept her from teleporting away? As she frantically
    examined herself, she noticed a faint haze, like tendrils of red smoke or fog, almost
    lazily circling her ankles and stretching up her legs. It blinked in and out of view,
    coming only slightly into more focus when she really focused on it.

    Snow crunched in front of her as the hag did not turn around so much as lose
    cohesion and reform itself facing her direction, which was enough to shake her from
    her examination and continue scrambling away. If she could get just far enough away,
    get to the edge of the clearing—

    Her head and shoulders bumped into something.

    Hands grabbed her shoulders and physically lifted her into the air, the earth a
    full foot or more beneath her. Another snow-and-mud-person held her, this one an
    incredibly tall man with a pair of long, almost tusk-like teeth poking out from
    beneath his bottom lip. The mud-hag approached, but no longer was that figure alone.
    Now it was joined by two more, both short with pointed ears and prominent noses. The
    figures all raised their fingers, and the mud that formed them split and separated to
    push out a number of sharp-edged rocks. With menacing flexes of the dangerous stones,
    they continued to advance, murderous intent unmistakable even in their sightless
    eyes.

    She twisted, but no matter how she turned she could not get her jump to work
    beyond giving her the briefest squeezing sensation. Whatever this spirit had done to
    bring her back was still working, its haze still tying her to this clearing. She was
    not getting away from here that way.

    One thing was still stuck in her mind, though. The statues had been unable to
    reach her when she was in the midst of jumping. If she could just reach that halfway
    state, not here but not there either…

    She jumped and twisted and stretched, and as the mud-people raised their hands up
    in preparation for a deadly blow, she slipped.

    Hazel fell to the ground and glanced up. The mud-giant still had its arms
    outstretched, but it looked wrong. Everything about it was swirling, as if it was
    painted into the world and something was trying to smear it into nothingness. It was
    not just the mud-giant, though; she looked around and saw the same was true of the
    trees she could see in the distance and the ground beneath her butt. Everything about
    this place was blurred.

    She sighed in relief, only to immediately regret it. It was not air she tried to
    breathe back in; she could not see anything odd about the air itself, but it felt
    like she was breathing underwater. Cool wetness pressed against the inside of her
    mouth and tried its best to flow down her throat. She clamped her mouth shut tight
    and held what was left of the air in her lungs where it belonged.

    Slime wrapped around her leg and pulled. She slid across the ground before being
    lifted into the air by her right ankle. The spirit still existed, but no longer was
    it hidden. What stood before her was a monstrous beast, its hairless skin a mottled
    white and brown just like the mud and snow from which the statues were composed. It
    stood on six legs but no feet; instead its legs melded seamlessly into the very
    ground. Two tentacles stretched out from around its mouth and the far,
    far too long teeth that poked out and overlapped, one of which was
    holding her up while the other lashed out at the not-air around them.

    Nope. Not dealing with this. Twisting her torso around again, she tried
    to jump away from this place.

    Nothing. Not even the momentary tightness when she tried to jump away from the
    mud-giant's grip. All she was doing was wriggling like a worm on a fishing hook.

    The tentacle tightened its grip in response to her ineffectual efforts, and then
    the beast opened its mouth and roared. The sound was loud enough to
    make her ears ring, and the smell of its breath brought tears to her eyes. It was the
    stench of a dozen rotting corpses baking under the noonday sun. Before she could
    think about anything else, the tentacle started moving towards the still-open mouth,
    and the waggling of the spirit's purple tongue was enough to tell her exactly what it
    planned to do now that she was in its grasp.

    She kicked at the tentacle with her left foot, but she could not give it a firm
    blow. Every time she struck out, her foot simply slid off the thick slime that coated
    it. Her efforts certainly were not distracting it from its goal of swallowing her,
    and from the way her chest was starting to burn, she only had a little bit of time
    left before she could no longer hold her breath.

    Fine. If she could not kick it, she could hurt it in a different way. She flexed
    her wrist and winced when a brilliant light shined from her hand. The spirit snarled
    as well, which at least was a benefit. Her dart had manifested, but it was not a
    dart. What appeared instead was a long, thin knife, almost more like a thick needle
    than a blade. Regardless of its new appearance, however, it would still do the job
    just fine. Before the spirit could shake off the surprise from the burst of light,
    she jammed the tip deep into the tentacle that held her.

    The spirit roared again, and this blurry world shook with its fury. Everything
    slid sideways once again in the instant before she fell and smacked her back onto the
    snow. The impact forced the wind out of her, but when she took another desperate
    breath, it was normal air she sucked in.

    Which meant while she might no longer be in the fire, she was back in the frying
    pan.

    Red haze swirled around her from seemingly nowhere and tossed her into the air
    before slamming her back down. Her back hit the ground the next second, and every
    bone and muscle there suddenly screamed in agony. She went up and then down again,
    and again. Each hit hurt more than the last, and her vision swirled and fragmented
    into spots before coming back together.

    This, this was bad.

    Something grabbed her shoulder and dragged her painfully against the freezing
    ground before hurling her once more. Not upwards this time, thankfully, but instead
    to the side. Hitting the ground was no less painful than before, though, especially
    when she turned her head with a silent groan and spotted the tree her head had almost
    bashed into.

    Wait. Tree?

    It was awful turning her head back the other way, but when she managed it she was
    shown a startling scene. The clearing was now absolutely filled with tongues of red
    smoke, the four mud-people still standing around, but a fifth figure was here now as
    well. Dressed in thick clothes and heavy boots, a green-skinned figure crouched
    between Hazel and the figures with arms outstretched and let out an angry,
    animalistic snarl.

    What was Gertrud doing here?!

    The smoke shifted. A burst of panic filled Hazel's mind. Gertrud was not looking
    at the densest portion of the smoke, just where the figures stood. Could she not see
    it? If she did not, there was no way she could get away should it catch her the way
    it caught Hazel.

    Fear spurred her on, and it was almost simple to call up green lightning to wrap
    around her body and start knitting her injuries back together. She had to act
    quickly. From how the spirit reacted to her dart in that other place, she might have
    a weapon with which to defend herself and Gertrud until they could both get away from
    here.

    Yet despite her flurry of worrying, the spirit did not immediately attack. The
    figures slowed to a halt in the face of Gertrud's fury. Five, maybe ten seconds
    passed before they slumped and melted, their substance flowing back into the ground.
    The red smoke swirled as the body of the spirit flickered in and out of Hazel's sight
    a few times, but soon enough the color dulled and descended to the ground and spread
    out. Laying in wait for another hapless mortal to come walking by, perhaps.

    Gertrud had relaxed when the figures broke apart, and once everything was calm she
    turned around and left the clearing for the tree line where Hazel still lay. Once she
    left the clearing entirely, Morgan fluttered over and landed on her shoulder. "Are
    you okay, Hazel?"

    'I am fine,' she replied. She picked herself up gingerly, the pain that
    had spread through her back much less intense but still present. 'How did you
    know I was in trouble?' And how had Gertrud gotten here so fast? There was no
    way she could have run here from the cabin so quickly, not unless she had known where
    Hazel was before she was even in trouble.

    "This little guy found me," she said, jerking her thumb towards Morgan. Realizing
    they were talking about him, the little bird tweeted joyously. "He was screeching his
    head off, and considering he never leaves your side, I knew something was wrong. How
    do you feel?"

    'Sore, but not dead.'

    "Thank goodness." Gertrud smiled at her and laid her hands on Hazel's shoulders.
    She then without warning started shaking her. "I told you to stay
    away from the scoured clearing! Why did you not listen to me?!"

    'I was not looking for it,' she replied as soon as she slipped out of the
    hands of the angry and worried hag. 'I came back from France and needed to clear
    my head for a bit.' Which, if nothing else, fighting for her life against a
    spirit had certainly put the issues between Jean Luc and Fenrir into perspective.

    "France? What? How would you get to… Oh, of course. Your teleporting thing."
    Gertrud shook her head and glanced back at the center of the clearing. "Stay out of
    there. It is dangerous to those with human blood."

    'Just humans? Why were you safe?'

    "Of course she would ask that. That might be a question for Elfriede, not
    me," Gertrud replied. "It is not a pleasant fact. Elfriede is the one who likes
    teaching and explaining this kind of stuff anyway."

    Hazel propped her hands on her hips and stared at the hag until Gertrud sighed in
    resignation. "The spirit there does not like humans because it remembers what they
    did. The scoured clearing…" She sighed. "It is a grave."

    A grave? 'Grave for who?'

    "Too many." Hazel gave her a look of confusion. "It is not one person's grave,
    Hazel. The remains of several dozen beings rest beneath the surface. Hag, goblin,
    stone-men, tree-herder… Too many to name them all."

    Several dozen?! 'Why are they all buried there? Why is the
    spirit mad?' And what did the spirit hold humans to blame?

    "This is why I did not want to tell her this story." Sitting down several
    feet from the tree closest to the edge of the clearing, Gertrud waved for her to sit
    as well. Morgan fluttered over from Gertrud's shoulder to her own when she was on the
    ground. "Two, maybe three hundred years ago, the wand-wavers who ran the country took
    a dim view of any and all beings who were not human. They tried to push us away and
    drive us out. They felt this land belonged to them and them alone. Most of us
    barricaded ourselves in our homes, and some did in fact leave the country; it is why
    there are members of our coven who live in France and Great Britain.

    "However, not all were so willing to be pushed around. A good number decided to
    push back instead. Some, the bravest but also the most foolhardy, decided that
    attacking the wand-wavers in the heart of their little safe haven in Mainz would be
    the best way to change things."

    Hazel found herself leaning forwards in curiosity and perhaps morbid anticipation.
    She felt she knew the answer to this question, but she still had to ask, 'What
    happened?'

    "Oh, the wand-wavers slaughtered them." Gertrud's tone of voice as well as the
    shrug she gave were nonchalant. "Every single one who attacked that day died, and
    their bodies were mostly burned right there in the street. At first, the wand-waver
    government said that this was why all non-humans must be driven out, that we were too
    dangerous to be left alive. Everyone worried that this would be the battle that
    started a war.

    "Thankfully, the government miscalculated. It had been a bloodbath on both sides,
    you see, and while there were some who wanted to see us and everyone else
    exterminated, the majority of the country remembered that these kinds of things had
    never happened until we were pushed into a corner. The higher-ups in the government
    realized that their own people were turning against them, and from there it did not
    take long for them to reverse course and get rid of the laws and restrictions that
    started all the hostilities in the first place.

    "It was cold comfort for those who died after attacking Mainz, however." Gertrud
    waved at the clearing. "They were buried here for a number of reasons that would take
    too long to go into. It did not take long for a vengeful spirit to take up residence,
    and it has become more powerful practically by the year."

    An angry spirit that constantly got stronger? That did not sound too good.
    'Does it ever leave the clearing?'

    "No, which is a small mercy. That would not end well." Standing up and brushing
    herself off, the hag offered Hazel a hand to stand as well. "But that is enough
    history for today. I still need to finish harvesting some ingredients, and your
    disaster interrupted me."

    'Sorry,' she replied. That was when she realized something. 'But were
    you not at the Convocation today? Elfriede said you were all going.'

    "That was her plan, but Hedwig was not happy. Not because she felt pressured to
    have a child," added Gertrud at the sight of her darkening expression. "She said
    having me around chattering and gossiping was embarrassing. All because I do not get
    to talk to Franziska as much as I would like. Anyway, since there is nothing else for
    me to do at Convocations, I stayed behind." The older hag gave her a conspiratorial
    grin. "Although I do have something to do in the mean time. I could not help but
    notice that when she was embarrassed, it was while she was making small talk with
    Franziska's son. If I am to be at home, I might as well work on a few philters of
    fertility for her."

    'You and Elfriede promised all she had to do was meet with people. That she
    was not obligated to have a child yet,' Hazel reminded her.

    "That is still the case, but just because Hedwig did not plan on having a child
    this year does not mean she can not change her mind if she finds a Hexerin she likes.
    It is better to be prepared, that is all, especially since Elfriede needed them
    to have Hedwig in the first place. It is not as if fertility potions require me
    to go out and buy ingredients or anything. I can whip them up fairly quickly, and
    they will last for a while.

    "Come along. I will show you how to make them just in case you are ever in need of
    them yourself or know someone who is."

    Hazel watched her walk away before turning to Morgan. That seems kind of a non
    sequitur, don't you think? Considering what just happened.

    Morgan thought about that for a moment before twittering, and she had to nod
    before taking one last look at the scoured clearing. Yeah, you're right. That
    probably is the point.

    

    The first part of the chapter has changed quite a bit since I first came
    up with it. My initial plan, back when I was unsure whether Hazel would even attend
    Hogwarts, was for Fenrir and his people to have fought and killed Jean Luc's group.
    He might have even gotten a quick bite on Hazel before she could get out.
    Lycanthropy, after all, would be an excellent analogy for the blood-borne diseases
    that runaway youth are at a very high risk of contracting.

    I'm trying to break myself of my tendency to add darkness just for the
    sake of drama, though, and that's all turning Hazel into a werewolf would have been
    in the end. The more I thought on this scene over the course of several months, the
    less aggressive and violent Fenrir became towards his fellow werewolves as details of
    a backstory came to me.

    So before anyone starts wondering whether I'm whitewashing him here, the
    answer is… not entirely. It's more that for a very one-dimensional character in
    canon, I'm finding the potential for surprising depth in him. If he is someone who is
    feared and hated by wizards yet respected by other werewolves as canon seems to
    imply, the question becomes what is his true nature and goals? Why is he the way he
    is? I don't know if I'll explore those particular questions in any detail on-screen,
    but you never know.

    Silently Watches out.
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    ArcWraith: I don't want to get too far into the details of
    Fenrir's background while it is possible for him to be a fairly major character later
    on, but for now what I will reveal is that he truly is not a believer in the idea
    that Purebloods are better than Muggleborns. Mostly because for a good chunk of his
    life, he thought he was one of the rare Muggle werewolves. His alliance with
    the Death Eaters was instead due to him and Voldemort arranging an under-the-table
    deal that the organization as a whole was unaware of. He acted like a Death Eater
    among the real Death Eaters to keep his true intentions secret.

    ro781727: The creature Hazel saw in that "in between"/spirit
    world/weird place was the spirit of the clearing. She managed to find her
    way into a different plane of reality, one where the spirits of the physical world
    mostly reside.

    lockmyhart: If it makes you feel any better, this is in some ways
    the most AU story I've ever written, and that's including my crossovers!
    More details about the difference between the Brewing and Potions will come up in
    upcoming chapters because Hazel will have similar questions, but the short version is
    that while some hag-potions are just recipes wizards don't know, others (like the
    beautification potion Hedwig used before going to the club in chapter 21) truly
    cannot be made by human hands. Not even Hazel's.

    "Speed of progression": I find it funny that some people are
    saying "I was enjoying the story, but can we just get to canon already? This is
    getting boring", and other people are saying the exact opposite, "I'm loving this
    non-canon stuff. Can it go on for the whole story?" Not saying either opinion is
    right or wrong, just amused at how true it is that you really can't
    please everybody.

    

    Chapter 26

    The Hunter

    Hazel sat with a chair pushed against one of the outside walls, her eyes lazily
    following the course of all the snowflakes falling from the sky. The storm she had
    braved the previous day had clearly moved overnight, and she could only imagine that
    they would be seeing the full brunt of its power later in the day or early tomorrow
    at the latest. Hopefully the hags' cabin was sturdier than the cottages in which the
    werewolves lived, otherwise she would have to pit her repair powers against a storm
    and see which one ran out first.

    She really, truly hoped the cabin was sturdy.

    "Hazel?" She glanced over her shoulder to find Hedwig standing in the entryway to
    the bedrooms, currently dressed in thick clothes appropriate for the coming snowfall.
    Was she planning on going outside and trying to preempt the worst of the storm?
    "Oh dear, is she that much worse than I thought? I was about to head to
    Stuttgart for a couple of errands. We need some groceries and ingredients. Do you
    want to join me? How am I going to convince her if she says no? I really need to
    get her out of the house and her mind off things."

    Tilting her head, Hazel just looked at the hag in confusion for several seconds.
    Get her mind off what things? 'I do not have any plans. Sure, I
    will come along.' She turned to Morgan and asked, Want to come
    along?

    Her feathered friend looked at her, looked back at the falling snow, looked at
    her, and then puffed himself up in a fat ball before nestling deeper into the fabric
    of the chair.

    'I guess it will just be me.'

    Hedwig gave her a smile, her mind still focused on something else entirely. "Go
    ahead and get outdoor clothes on then. We will be popping in and out of shops for
    most of the morning."

    Only after Hazel was wearing her boots and heavy coat did they move to the
    fireplace. Just as she had seen Hedwig do previously, the hag reached into a shallow
    pot that sat upon the mantle and withdrew a handful of glittering grey powder before
    casting it into the fireplace. "The Galloping Griffin," she commanded, and the fire
    that had been burning low suddenly gushed upwards in a curtain of green flame. "Head
    on first, and I will be right behind you."

    Facing the fireplace with trepidation as she remembered what happened the last
    time she stepped into colored fire, she took a deep breath and walked forwards. The
    flame swallowed her up and set her spinning around and around like a demented teacup,
    and just as she had before she needed to squeeze her eyes shut so she could keep her
    breakfast where it belonged. A minute later, she blasted out of the fireplace on the
    other side of this awful portal with the force of a cannon and tumbled over and over
    before sliding and rolling to a stop. She sighed in relief as everything finally
    stopped spinning, only to then huff a moment later when Hedwig stepped out calmly
    without any hint of suffering the same indignity.

    'How are you supposed to use that thing?!' she demanded after staggering
    to her feet. 'It just throws me around.'

    "Yes, it does that. Practice. That's the only advice I have, practice,"
    Hedwig replied with a small smile that she did not bother trying to hide.
    "Unfortunately, that is the only way we have to get here. Short of walking, that
    is."

    'I could have just jumped us here directly.'

    Hedwig opened her mouth before shutting it again. "I am still not used to that,"
    she admitted after a moment's pause, "and that alone would be a good reason to be
    proud of your mixed heritage. Regardless, there is no reason for us to stand
    around here. We have places to be and things to see."

    The last time she was here, she had followed Hedwig out one set of doors into the
    streets of Stuttgart. This time, however, they went through the doors on the opposite
    side of the rectangular room where the fireplace had delivered them. These doors
    opened up to reveal a large room filled with tables and chairs, a bar on one end
    behind which stood a man and a woman with strikingly similar features wiping down the
    wooden surface and cleaning glasses. Aside from the bartenders, the room was empty,
    and Hedwig gave the pair an absentminded wave before she started climbing a staircase
    built into the wall.

    'Why do we need to enter a pub to go shopping?'

    "There is only one firewalking access for the shopping center here," explained
    Hedwig when they reached the landing and turned around it. "I do not know if it was
    intentionally placed here after the pub was built or if the pub was built later to
    take advantage of the number of people who might want a pint after a long day of
    shopping. Either is possible. As for why there is only one way to get in and out, I
    assume it is due to the need for security. Wand-wavers want as little to do with
    pig-humans as possible, by and large."

    After turning that corner, they continued climbing the short second flight of
    stairs until they arrived at a large door, perhaps just shy of two meters wide and
    made of thick planks of a dark wood that in turn were secured with heavy bands of
    iron. Hedwig placed one hand on the surface of the door and gave it a push to reveal
    what lay beyond.

    Hazel was hard-pressed not to gasp as she took in the bright, sunlit street.
    Numerous people were walking around, some dressed in robes much like she had seen on
    people in Paris but fewer in number. Instead, the majority wore form-fitting and
    brightly colored clothing with billowing sleeves. They were all going about their
    business, seemingly ignorant of the fact that the street on which they walked was on
    the second story of a building.

    She took a few steps outside – did this count as outside? – and looked from side
    to side, then turned around to check behind her. The street went left and right, but
    when they climbed up the stairs, they had completely turned around on the previous
    landing, which meant the street actually ran outside the building and overlapped the
    street outside. How was that supposed to be possible?

    'How is this possible?' she asked after a few seconds of befuddlement.
    'With the street and the building and everything?'

    "I do not really know," Hedwig told her with an uncaring shrug. "It is just how
    the wand-wavers made it."

    She had to glance around yet again. Was she the only person who thought this was
    strange? Or, perhaps, was it just that this was a shock and a surprise to her because
    everyone else was already used to it?

    They set off down one end of the street, Hedwig pulling up the hood of her coat to
    shield her head from the falling snow, and trudged along for a couple of minutes past
    multiple windows of the brightly colored storefronts before Hazel tapped Hedwig on
    the arm to get her attention again. 'What is THAT?'

    The 'that' in question was a hulking shape that was following a woman draped and
    bedazzled in layers of cloth that shimmered as though they were made of gold. Had it
    held still, she might have been able to mistake it for a statue considering the
    quality of the carving of its stone head and limbs, although the boxy metal chassis
    that served as its torso would still have been a hint that something was off. Except
    it was not holding still but rather walking with stiff albeit still effective
    motions. What made the scene even odder was that in its hands it held several boxes
    and bags, as though it were carrying them for the woman!

    "Something I wish we had sometimes. Those are Clockservants. Some wealthy
    wand-wavers keep them around for manual labor. That big box you see in the middle? It
    holds all the gears and springs that it uses to keep moving around. From everything I
    have heard about them, they are expensive to maintain, which is why wand-wavers view
    them as a status symbol. Still, I can think of several occasions where it would have
    been nice to have one around to do the heavy lifting," she finished with a wistful
    sigh.

    'Still seems strange to have something that big following you around.'
    Not to mention, and this might be her own lifestyle interfering in her understanding,
    she could not imagine that such an awkward machine would be great at walking through
    the wilds she had explored.

    That question earned her another one-shouldered shrug. "Most of the time, I think
    you are right. Still less awkward than what came before, which now that I think
    about it is one of the things I didn't want to
    talk to her about."

    Hazel shot Hedwig an expression of confusion, which only caused the hag to sigh.
    "And of course she caught onto that. Back a couple of hundred years ago,
    about the same time that the scoured clearing came into existence, those
    same kinds of wand-wavers used to keep other beings as servants. I do not know if
    they were paid servants or slaves, and it was not us but a kind of dwarvish or elfin
    creature. Regardless, that practice fell out of favor. The wand-wavers of that time
    did not want us even to walk around in their shops; who would want to keep something
    not human close to them in their own homes? So they replaced those creatures with
    Clockservants.

    "But that was a long time ago," she continued on quickly before Hazel even had a
    chance to process fully what she had just been told. "Things are not always great
    but still better than they used to be between wand-wavers and everyone else. I
    told you that I spend a lot of time around humans of various stripes. Most of them
    are not that bad, some of them even really friendly. I do not want you to get the
    impression that all wand-wavers are bad. Between Astrid and the scoured clearing,
    neither I nor Mother want you to feel like you need to hate the human part of
    yourself in order to embrace your inner hag."

    Any negative expression that might have started forming on Hazel's face melted
    away, and she reached over to give Hedwig's sleeve a light pat of reassurance.
    'That much I already know,' she wrote, taking time with every word to make
    sure Hedwig really had a chance to read them and take them in. 'I have met good
    people and bad people on my travels. You can not paint every member of a large group,
    let alone a species, with the same brush. Everyone must be treated as themselves and
    no one else.'

    "I wish everyone was that wise sometimes," Hedwig muttered as her eyes slid over
    to the nearby brick wall. She shook her head, the movement crawling down her back.
    "But that is not why we are here today. I want your mind
    away from the scoured clearing and all that, not
    dwelling on other things of the same nature. We still have our errands, and if
    what you were saying about that storm coming from France is true, I would rather be
    bundled up back at home when that hits us, not walking around out here."

    Despite the utter fantastical nature about the location and the stores, it quickly
    became clear that German wizards were no different from French wizards, and probably
    no different from British wizards. They ran to the grocers for more vegetables as
    well as finding a good deal on several squabs. Gertrud needed more ingredients, these
    being the kind they could not gather from the forest as most of them came from
    previously living creatures like armadillo bile and rat kidneys. A dry goods store
    carried the spices Elfriede was running out of. A dozen other errands, all blurring
    together.

    Utterly mundane at the core.

    Two hours later, Hedwig and Hazel staggered down the stairs and back into the pub,
    their hands free only by dint of shoving everything they had purchased into Hazel's
    satchel. Other than a single man in a ragged cloak now sitting at the bar and the two
    bartenders Hazel could only assume were siblings, the room was still empty. It meant
    they had the pick of the seats and chose a table close enough to the bar that it
    would be convenient for the bartenders but far enough away that they still gave a
    nice buffer of privacy to the other lone patron.

    Judging by the multiple small glasses by his side and the way his voice slurred on
    a demand for more whiskey, he had been through a day that probably deserved some
    privacy.

    Hedwig leaned back in her chair after asking the sister bartender for a pair of
    warm apple ciders and sighed. "Why did I put off so many of these errands? Could
    have done several of them last week or earlier and saved myself the trouble of doing
    it all at once. I have to try making a bag like yours one of these days. That
    thing is a lifesaver. By the way, I couldn't tell from the way you were acting, but
    was this the first time you went shopping around wand-wavers? It looked like some
    things you were expecting, but others caught you by surprise."

    'I went to a couple of shopping places in France, but this is the first time I
    have been in one here. They have some differences.'

    "I suppose that makes sense," she agreed after a moment to think. "Different
    cultures and all. Similar enough that the differences are all the more obvious, I
    would guess."

    'You guess right.' She winced when the man at the bar slammed his hand
    down on the bar. The reason for his behavior became clear a few seconds later when
    the brother tending it pulled out a wand and gave it a wave, the empty glasses the
    man had been drinking lifting up in the air and flying over to a tub of their own
    accord. Apparently he agreed that the man was drunk enough already. 'And both
    different from how normal humans go shopping, but recognizable all the same.
    Honestly, they are all more similar than not at the end of the day.'

    "Doesn't matter where they are from, humans are humans, huh? That part I get. It
    is part of the reason I enjoy meeting hags from other parts of Europe. We are all
    just that little bit different from each other."

    "…What?"

    The sister walked over with the mugs of steaming liquids before departing with a
    smile. "I always love this on a cold day," confided Hedwig as she held the cup in
    both hands. "Just warms you up from the inside out—"

    The man at the bar had turned around while Hedwig was talking, and a sudden twist
    of anger was the sole warning Hazel had before he pulled a stick from within a pocket
    of his robe-like clothing and pointed it at them. She did not even have time to warn
    Hedwig before the man shouted some nonsense word.

    The table between them exploded with horrible force, flinging
    Hazel backwards until she tumbled into the table and chairs several feet behind her
    and was quickly pelted with shards of wood. A few of those shards were able to punch
    through her coat and bite into her skin, but a shriek of fear and pain distracted her
    from her own discomfort and caused her to roll over as best she could to see what in
    the world was going on. Why had that man attacked them?!

    As if to make things worse, she quickly realized that it was
    Hedwig who was the source of the scream. The wizard at the bar was
    on his feet now, his steps staggering but nonetheless bringing him closer to Hedwig.
    "Monster," he muttered, his words gaining volume and strength but remaining slurred
    as he continued. "Luring that girl somewhere, weren't you? I know what you are. I
    won't let your kind kill any more children, not like you killed my Antonio.
    Killed my son, took away my wife. Monsters like you ruined my life!" He
    raised his wand, and another incantation made Hedwig start screaming again. "I won't
    let you ruin anyone else's."

    If Hazel could speak, maybe she would have yelled at the man. Told him that she
    wanted to be with Hedwig, that she was safe with her. Maybe she
    would have yelled to the brother and sister, both of whom were missing; she could
    only assume they started running as soon as the explosion and screams started,
    wanting nothing to do with this crazed wizard. She had no voice to use in such a way,
    however, so she was left with a different tactic.

    Hazel pulled herself to her feet before charging at the wizard, intent on tackling
    him to the ground. Anything to make him stop. Her charge pushed him back a step, then
    two as his drunken state made his balance all more precarious. His arm thumped her,
    but she repositioned her feet as best she could. If she could get another shove in,
    maybe she could knock him down—

    He twisted in her grasp, and she did not see the fist that slammed into the side
    of her head. It was still enough to send her to the floor instead with a dull ringing
    in her ears as she landed heavily on the wood. "Stupid girl," she heard, although the
    man's voice was now muted as though he were many rooms away. "You wanted her as a
    pet, didn't you? Let's see how you like it, then."

    Instinctually Hazel braced herself at that threat, but nothing came for her. A
    gurgle caught her attention and made her lift her head. Hedwig was not exactly where
    she had been a moment ago, her position on the ground making it look like she had
    tried crawling away and putting a table between the man and her in the brief opening
    she was given, but now she was no longer screaming. Instead she was shaking and
    thrashing, thin white things like needles pulling themselves out from beneath her
    skin as fingers of white shot through her hair. She gasped and panted on the ground,
    the bones of her face appearing almost to melt and only adding to the torture.

    No! Her vision swam when she moved her head too quickly towards the
    wizard. This had to stop! The first thought was to attack him the way he attacked
    them, but while she could get her hand to close, the shape of her star dart would not
    come together in her mind. Parts of it seemed almost to fade away when she took her
    mind off it to aim at the shifting and swaying man.

    Not all her magics needed her to aim, however, or even needed a shape. Hazel
    reached out her hand to the wizard standing above her, and she screamed at him with
    all the anger she could muster at his cruelty to Hedwig, to one of her
    friends. No! STOP
    THAT!

    The movement of the wand slowed to a halt. Something felt like it was pushing
    against her, a pressure against the inside of her skull. It was not a feeling that
    had been present when she made the boar or the spirits of de Rais's castle or even
    Morgan to do what she willed, but this was the first time she had ever forced another
    human to obey her will. It was entirely possible that other humans, maybe other
    intelligent beings in general, were harder for her to control. She already knew what
    was necessary, knew it instinctually as though it was something she had always known,
    and when that pressure grew stronger, she. Pushed. Back. She would
    not let him get free, not when all he wanted was to hurt her friend.

    The hand holding the wand wavered, and after another moment it slackened. The wand
    itself tilted, tilted more, and finally fell to the floor with a soft clatter.

    Hazel had to grit her teeth as the pressure returned, then doubled, then doubled
    again. She pushed again, but she could feel her mind weakening and starting to give
    ground. The wizard's own mind was fighting back, and she did not think she could hold
    it for too much longer…

    The pressure hit the tipping point, and if she had not already been laying on the
    ground she surely would have collapsed. With a gasp, the man sagged slightly as he
    took a deep breath, the first she could remember since she ordered him to stop
    torturing Hedwig. He shook his head for a moment, his lips stretched apart in an
    expression of pain, and then he looked over at where Hedwig was—

    No, where she had been. Hedwig was nowhere in sight. He whipped his head to glare
    and shout at her, "Where is that monster!"

    Something shifted above them, and both of them looked up.

    Hedwig let go of the boards of the ceiling, the same boards to which she had been
    clinging like an overgrown spider, and kicked off to drop even faster towards the
    ground. She landed on top of the wizard with the force of a falling boulder and sent
    him to the ground. The pair rolled on the ground for several seconds, knocking aside
    a nearby chair, before Hedwig was able to scramble onto his back with both arms
    wrapped tight around his head. She twisted and jerked, something in her back popping
    with a loud snap.

    The wizard instantly became eerily still. Hedwig slowly stood up and let go, and
    he flopped bonelessly onto the ground. He did not move his limbs. His chest did not
    rise.

    She soon could no longer hear a whisper of his thoughts.

    "Ugh, stupid hateful wand-waver. What was he doing to me?" She stretched
    her back and her arms with a grimace before checking herself over. "Thankfully
    whatever it was is already gone. Now I just need to worry about how Hazel and I—
    Hazel!" Her head immediately sought her out, and whatever she was about to say
    withered on her lips like a flower in the winter. "Hazel? Are you okay? Why are
    you so pale? What did he do to you?"

    Hazel blinked once, twice, before the question clicked and made sense. Her hand
    rose, shaking just a bit, and it took her a few attempts before she was able to
    manifest her sparkler. 'Just hurt.'

    And still the wizard was not moving.

    "Oh, no. How am I supposed to deal with
    this? Hazel?" Hedwig said in a voice she assumed
    was supposed to be calming. "I can not read English. Can you write that again?"

    She blinked again and looked away from the motionless wizard to take in what she
    had written. It… was in English, wasn't it?

    "Oh, dear God. Why did this have to happen here of all places?!" The new
    voice distracted her from wiping the words out of existence, and she turned to look
    at the sister bartender. The brother stood just behind and to her side, his hands
    holding her shoulders in a tight grip. "We need to tell the Storm Guard about this,"
    she finally said.

    Hedwig grimaced, which immediately put the bartenders on edge. "That… is not a
    conversation I am looking forwards to. The Guard do not like dealing with hags at the
    best of times, and throw in a dead wizard…"

    "But, this was self-defense?"

    "If only it were that simple. Some of them will not consider that to be
    the most important part of what just happened."

    The brother pulled the woman close as tears started welling up in her eyes.
    "We do not want to deal with this. We just want to run a pub, for crying out
    loud! But she was just defending them, herself and the girl. Just, just get out
    of here. Both of you, along with… him. Just go."

    "…Go?" asked Hedwig in a doubtful voice.

    "Go. Quickly." He glanced over at the stairs and the doors leading in. Nobody
    jumped out from behind a corner, which seemed to take away the slightest bit of his
    anxiety. Just a little. "This never happened, and we never saw any of you. If
    there is no body, there was no crime. We can forget all about seeing any of
    that."

    "I will not argue against that." Hedwig turned back to Hazel and took a careful
    step towards her. Hazel only looked at her in confusion, which seemed to be enough
    that the hag came closer and kneeled down so that their heads were closer to the same
    level. "Hazel, do you hear me?"

    She slowly nodded.

    "Okay, that is good. Hazel, I need you to help me. We need to get back
    home as quickly as possible, yeah? Do you think you can do that teleporting thing and
    take both of us and this man home? Can you do that?"

    She nodded again.

    "Good. Good girl. Come on, come with me."

    Hazel stared for a moment at the hand Hedwig stretched out towards her before
    reaching out with her own and letting Hedwig pull her to her feet. If Hedwig then
    dragged her – albeit gently and cautiously – closer to the motionless wizard, she did
    not protest.

    Not letting go of her hand, Hedwig leaned down and grabbed the wizard's arm. Her
    grip on his looked to be much tighter than how hard she was holding Hazel. "Let's go
    home, Hazel. Take us home."

    Hedwig's hand squeezed her, and she squeezed back. A blink later, she hopped in
    place and felt the pub crush down on and around her for three heartbeats before
    letting her go. She staggered away from Hedwig towards the chair she had been sitting
    in that morning.

    Was it really only that morning?

    Morgan poked his head out from his little fluff ball and chirped at her. He
    chirped again when she did nothing, and then he took wing and flapped over to her
    shoulder and started chittering nonstop. Someone's hand latched onto her own and
    dragged her over to the couch to sit before that same hand moved to her head.

    Her hands were trembling. She blinked once more – was something wrong with her
    eyes? – and shook her head. Her hands still trembled, and she could not get them to
    stop.

    A white, chipped mug was pushed into her hands, and she gladly wrapped them around
    it. The cup was warm, steam lifting up to bring to her nose the scent of the herbs
    steeping in the water it held. A pair of green hands, the color so unlike her own, in
    turn cupped her hands.

    She raised her head to see Elfriede kneeling on the ground in front of her and
    holding her holding the cup. "I see what Hedwig meant. Hazel, are you with
    us again?"

    Hazel could only give her a small nod.

    "Hedwig told us what happened. You were very brave, trying to protect her. I
    understand why you are upset."

    'I am not—' She looked at her writing and realized that once again the
    words were not in German. Wiping them away with a wave of her hand, she tried again.
    'I am not upset.'

    All that did was make Elfriede's expression turn even more sad. "No, not
    yet. It is okay to be upset. That is normal, considering what you had to
    do… everything."

    "Mm-hmm," Gertrud agreed from above and behind her. So those were the hands that
    had guided her here to the couch, which she now realized were also running nails
    through her hair. It was odd, that hands she had seen be so strong could also be so
    gentle.

    'I did not do anything. I just wanted him to stop.'

    "And that was enough. You stopped him, and you saved my little girl. You made
    a choice you never should have had to make. You did not deliver the killing blow, but
    you were forced to choose nonetheless. Human or hag, which side of your heritage you
    would help and which side you would allow to die. A choice I hoped you would never
    have to make. I cannot imagine the pain you must be feeling."

    Killing blow. Those words resonated deep within her, shaking loose tears she had
    not known were waiting in the wings. That wizard was dead. Elfriede was right, she
    was not the person who killed him in the end, but she was the one who held him still
    while Hedwig was climbing the wall to get above him.

    She had still taken part in murdering him.

    The tears streamed down harder and faster, and Elfriede's hands moved to her
    shoulders and pulled her into a tight hug. "It will be okay, Hazel. It will be okay.
    I almost wish Astrid was here to see this. She is a fool if she believes Hazel
    would ever betray us to some kind of wand-waver crusade or something."

    Hazel sniffed and buried her head into the side of Elfriede's neck. Right now, she
    did not care what Astrid thought about her.

    

    Perhaps a week after the disastrous trip to Stuttgart, Hazel found herself filled
    with both excitement and sorrow when a strong warm front moved into the Black Forest
    and chased away the snow-laden clouds that had been swirling around in the sky for
    the previous month. Excitement because after the last couple of months, she was able
    to return to the road and start her journey south. It almost shocked her how much
    cabin fever she felt until the solution was beaming down on her from the sky.

    Sorrow because, for all the less than joyous revelations she received while in the
    company of the hags and the… the blood on her hands… part of her heart still ached at
    leaving.

    "There is no telling how long this will last," Elfriede warned her as she
    double-checked that she had replaced everything in her satchel. "Winter storms can be
    unpredictable. One moment everything will be fine; the next, you are caught in a
    blizzard with no shelter in sight. It would be better for you to stay here for at
    least the next month until we are sure that everything is clearing up. Not to
    mention, I do not like the idea of you being on your own so soon after what
    happened."

    Hazel could only give Elfriede, as well as Gertrud and Hedwig who were deeper in
    the cabin pretending not to be watching and listening, a small smile. 'I will be
    fine. If I do get caught in a storm, I can always return here in the time it takes to
    blink. But it is time I start moving on. I have a long way to go. Not to mention,
    some friends of mine told me before that I might hear from a magic school sometime
    this summer, and I really want to make it all the way to Greece before that
    happens.'

    There was no telling what she would find there, in that land of antiquity. It was
    quite far away from the goal she had when she first started this journey, namely
    finding out about her origins and where the druids might be in this day and age, but
    right now she still had no leads when it came to the hidden magicians of her mother
    country. She actually knew more about France and Germany than she did Britain, sad as
    that was to think on. With no leads and no way to find those leads, she was more than
    a little stuck.

    But, if she was barred from any progress on her main quest, the least she could do
    was have a little fun and explore while she waited out the clock. Greek mythology,
    what little she had picked up in school despite her aunt and uncle's best efforts and
    more recently through research in various libraries, was just filled to the brim with
    all sorts of strange and wondrous magics. Of various flavors as well, both human and
    divine, and that raised its own sort of questions like just what the nature of the
    Greek gods truly was. Powerful sorcerers? Spirits who felt no need to hide? Something
    else entirely?

    She was probably a few thousand years too late to know for sure, but that was no
    reason not to poke around.

    "If you need to return, you are more than welcome," replied Elfriede, shaking her
    from her thoughts. "Or if you just want to. No child should be without a coven, and
    we are happy to provide that to you."

    Giving the woman a smile, she stepped forwards to hug Elfriede around the waist.
    Her sudden show of affection caught the hag off-guard for a moment or two, but before
    too long had passed a pair of long arms wrapped around her shoulders and gave a
    squeeze before pulling away. Hazel looked up to discover that Hedwig had approached
    while she was not watching, and without prompting she doled out another hug to the
    younger hag.

    "Take care of yourself, you understand?" muttered Hedwig.

    'I will,' she wrote once she pulled out of the embrace. A glance over at
    Gertrud found that her attention had already wandered, so with a quick wave she
    stepped out of the house and into the slightly melting snow.

    Upon reaching the edge of the clearing, however, she turned around and stared at
    the cabin while her hand reached up to rub Morgan's breast feathers. It feels
    kind of wrong to just walk away, doesn't it? They taught me a lot, and leaving
    without giving them something in return doesn't sit right. She felt him shift on
    her shoulder and chitter briefly before continuing, I have done something like
    this before, remember? With the werewolves before I left, and the deli owner. I
    wished for them to have safety and good fortune. I don't know whether it actually
    worked, but I tried at least. I feel like I should do something similar for them, but
    I can't think of anything.

    Her friend had nothing to say in response to that, and she thought it over for
    several minutes as she stood there silent and still as a statue. They don't need
    safety, she finally told him. Hedwig made that pretty obvious, even if she
    did need a spot of help just for a moment. So maybe success would be a better
    gift?

    She raised her staff and stabbed the butt end into the snow and frozen dirt before
    closing her eyes. With the deli owner, with the werewolves, words had come to her
    with only a little thought, but right now they were failing her. She could not think
    of anything to say. Finally she focused on that most simple of thought, the desire
    for their hands to be blessed with success in the endeavors they undertook, and
    pushed that thought through her arms and out her hands and down the length of her
    staff into the quiet earth. That was all she wanted for this family.

    Opening eyes that she had not realized were closed, she frowned to herself before
    turning around. Was it worrying that she did not feel as confident in her actions
    this time as she had been during her previous blessings? She was used to magic being
    subtle and nigh-unnoticeable, but something still felt like a failure.

    Hopefully that was all it was at the worst, just failing to take. Hopefully it
    would be nothing that would backfire.

    

    Remember how I said last chapter that I was trying not to throw in
    darkness for the sake of drama? The end of this first scene is necessary for later on
    in the story. For a couple of reasons, actually.

    Although I was a LITTLE tempted for her to show up at the hags' cabin
    holding just Hedwig's disembodied arm.

    But anyway! That's the last chapter of aimless wandering for a bit. It's
    high time to take this story back to the shores of Britain and give the wizards a
    taste of the chaos that has been brewing out of sight.

    Silently Watches out.
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    osterreicher97: I haven't worried about having Hazel picked up
    for underage magic because it really isn't clear just how that works for
    pre-Hogwarts-aged children. Sure, we know that Obliviators and the Magical Reversal
    Squad exist, but the impression I always got was that they mostly react to big
    accidental magic events that threaten the Statute of Secrecy. Since leaving Britain,
    Hazel has more or less stuck to magical locations except when traveling/sightseeing,
    so she hasn't done anything that really risks the Statute and therefore probably
    isn't worth governmental intervention.

    kyungwork: I don't actually have any social media, or at least
    not for my fanfiction (and barely for myself IRL). I know there are a lot of authors
    who post updates on how far along they are in the next chapter of whatever they're
    writing, but my writing has come in such fits and starts for the last couple of years
    that I doubt it would do anybody any good. If you want to stay updated on this story,
    best suggestion I have is to follow or favorite it so you get updates via FFN or
    Sufficient Velocity.

    Jack Inqu, PascalDragon: Having Clockservants instead of house
    elves is a German thing and derived from their previous (?) distaste for non-humans.
    Umbridge would fit right in, although I would hope modern German wizards would still
    find her distasteful. I just wanted a strange contrast to canon that readers would
    recognize even if Hazel doesn't have enough background yet. Hazel did NOT use the
    Imperius here, but rather the domination spell she's used previously. Admittedly, it
    is in the same overall family as the Imperius, but so are compulsion and
    Muggle-repelling charms and other mind-altering magics.

    DistanceBehind: There was no foreshadowing, at least not where it
    concerns Hazel's magic. Look back at how Hazel was knocked to the ground and then had
    both trouble concentrating as well as having her hearing go wonky for a bit. The
    reason she had trouble using her dart against the wizard was because she had just
    been punched in the head hard enough to daze her. Having gotten my own bell
    rung a time or two in the past, no, she's not going to be able to focus on a mental
    construct immediately afterwards. Her mental domination ability was easier because
    all she needs for that is emotion and a command for her target to obey.

    Baelorfan: See above for my comment about the Clockservants. I
    wanted to respond to you specifically about Fenrir and the underage werewolves. You
    are right that she does now know about his reputation in Britain, but I wanted to
    scatter some breadcrumbs for my muse to come back to later. I have some VERY nebulous
    future ideas where he might return to the story as more than just a scary name the
    way he was in canon. As for the three werewolf kids in Jean Luc's commune, Hazel
    interacted with them in their lessons, but I didn't have any good ideas to make them
    major characters while she was with them. That commune also isn't a great example of
    "werewolf culture" because they see themselves as cursed wizards who aren't allowed
    wands. For a REAL werewolf culture, we need to see how Fenrir's pack and others like
    them behave. Again, that's a "maybe in the future".

    Fair warning, this chapter is MEATY. There just was no good place to stop
    it until the spot I did.

    

    Chapter 27
Return to Britain

    Planting her staff into the ground, Hazel finally reached the top of the hill.
    Even following the roads as much as she could, getting to the ruin in which she stood
    still required a bit of a trek. Still, she was here now, and she could finally look
    around at this ancient temple of Apollo.

    The journey to Greece had taken longer than she initially assumed, in large part
    because one leg of her trip had seemingly turned into an active war zone. Had she
    known traveling through Yugoslavia would require her to hide from men walking around
    armed with guns and yelling at each other when they were not shooting something, she
    would have found some other road, although finding such a route would have been
    difficult. She was able to make up a little bit of time when she crossed through
    Albania, but that was less because the road was easy and more because several of the
    forests had a dark, forbidding atmosphere that made the hairs on her neck stand up on
    end and goosebumps creep up her arms. Morgan had seemed to feel the same, which did
    not reassure her at all. Normally she liked visiting forests when she traveled, but
    these? She hastened her steps to get through them as quickly as was physically
    possible.

    All the snakes – not just typical garden snakes, but also vipers and even one
    snake she would swear had to be related to a boa constrictor – she saw in those
    foreboding forests did not help matters.

    Delays aside, she nonetheless arrived in Greece eventually. From there she had
    done quite a bit of exploring, including some sightseeing of the Parthenon and
    walking over to the real Mount Olympus. She considered climbing the mountain for a
    short while, but the height was enough to dissuade her in the end. Other temples were
    on her itinerary, but strangely enough despite all the rich mythology of this part of
    the world, she had found little remaining evidence of gods and magic. It was as if
    all the stories were just that, stories.

    Hazel was so, so happy that she knew wizards were both real and loved their
    privacy, otherwise her hopes would be crushed. She did not know where to start
    looking for their private enclaves, which meant it was entirely possible that all the
    valuables from the temples, all the ancient relics of bygone heroes and monsters,
    might be safe and secure and out of sight of anyone who did not know where they
    already were rather than lost to history.

    It was still absolutely maddening.

    This temple was next on her list. It was not a temple to one of the big gods of
    the ancient Greeks, and she did not know if this was the greatest temple even to the
    sun god Apollo, but it was likely the best known in its own way. It had once been
    host to probably the greatest prophet in Greece, the Oracle of Delphi. Both a seer
    and the high priestess of this temple, she was known to speak prophecies as though
    uttered by the god himself. Most interestingly, this was not a single woman but a
    title passed on from priestess to priestess, which raised all sorts of questions in
    Hazel's mind. Were the priestess all related, the title and the oracular abilities
    being passed on from mother to daughter as her own mother had given the magic Hazel
    now wielded? Or instead was it a magical art that could be learned, and so it was the
    skill that was instead taught to the next woman that would become the oracle?

    Were those lessons or others like them still taught? Obviously the Oracle here was
    not the only soothsayer in history, so she would assume lessons existed somewhere,
    but if she could find instructions here it meant she would not need
    to go looking elsewhere. Even if they would undoubtedly be in the strange alphabet
    she was still incapable of reading; magic lessons were at this point the one thing
    that would get her to learn Greek. Her walk through Yugoslavia had necessitated
    picking up a smattering of Hungarian and Serbian in addition to the French and German
    she already knew, and none of them needed different letters!

    Returning her attention to the world around her instead of her own thoughts about
    other countries and how they ought to write their languages, she started walking
    again. Two spots immediately stood out. Farther up the hill stood a circular set of
    stones that, if she were right, would be the amphitheater she had read about. The
    other location was what remained of the main temple. It should have been a slab of
    stones with half a dozen pillars the only remains still standing of the original
    temple.

    'Should' because she could see an entire building in its rightful place,
    the sunlight and clouds and birds visible through its ghostly walls.

    Hazel closed her right eye briefly and nodded when the building vanished. Yet
    again, her fairy lens proved its worth. The butt of her staff tapping against the
    ground in time with her steps, she walked over to the building. The columns in front
    were wider than she could wrap her arms around, and above them was that classical
    triangular lintel bearing reliefs that unfortunately could not be clearly seen
    against the sky. Perhaps at night they would be more visible glowing in the darkness,
    but for now she could make out only the vaguest approximation of their shapes.

    Shrugging, she continued inside the temple. She did not know how the temple was
    lit when it was physical, as there were no braziers on the ground or spots for
    torches on the walls, but thanks to their transparent nature light could stream
    through the walls and ceiling without difficulty. The interior was amazingly
    spacious, the sole statue within depicting a handsome man standing atop the coils of
    massive serpent. Though he wore a sword on his belt, it was not drawn. Instead his
    hands held a bow, the arrow aimed at the center of the snake's open mouth.

    It's too bad the statue was destroyed along with the temple, she told
    Morgan as she lightly scratched his breast feathers. A lot more people would come
    here if they could see this. From what I read, the sculptures of the gods were done
    in ivory and gold, which would be amazing to see. She could see through the back
    wall that there was more floor extending back, and curious about what was back there
    she stepped through first the statue and then the wall itself.

    As she passed out of the wall, the interior of yet another room was revealed. This
    one contained a smaller ethereal sculpture of the god standing up straight along with
    a large ovoid stone with holes all over its surface, but that was not the most
    important thing. Indeed, what stopped her in her tracks was the woman kneeling on the
    ground. At first glance Hazel could have mistaken her for yet another work of stone,
    but the way her lips moved as though in speech proved that to be impossible. Her
    hands were crossed over her chest, and all over her long dress and the skin of her
    back were long slits from which poured a shiny silver liquid barely visible against
    her pearly essence. Vapor drifted off of her, reaching out and splitting and twisting
    unnaturally in the air as it streamed into the walls around her and the two
    statues.

    Part of her wanted to write out something, to see what reaction she could get from
    this ghostly figure. The rest of her remembered the red cap and the ghosts within de
    Rais's tower and the spirit of the scoured clearing. Her steps silent, holding her
    breath even, she stepped backwards until she breached the wall and the woman was
    hidden once more. Only then did she sigh in relief. It was probably a good thing she
    stood alone at the ruins, for it meant no other tourist was here to see and wonder at
    her behavior.

    It also meant she could maybe give sketching out the sculpture a try. She was no
    fan of arts and crafts, any taste for it being spoiled throughout her time in Little
    Whinging, but this statue was gorgeous enough that she might as well spend an hour
    just to see what came from it. This was something she would not mind carrying with
    her after she left, and it was not as if she could get a drawing of it from anywhere
    else or take a picture. Plus, now that she could write her words in fire, it was not
    as if her notepad had seen any use for anything else lately.

    Chittering in her ear half an hour later pulled her from the drawing she was
    working on – one that was turning out much better than she had expected, though it
    was by no means perfect or even more than decent – and back to reality. She glanced
    down as Morgan hopped into her lap and stared into the sky. Shielding her eyes, she
    glanced up and tried to follow his line of sight. A shadow shifted in the air,
    another bird soaring on the air currents. It's just a hawk or something, she
    told him. I know you're scared of them, and for good reason, but it isn't like
    it's going to come down here for you while I'm right here—

    The shadow shifted as it started diving.

    Hazel's hands left her notepad and cupped protectively around her friend. What was
    it doing? There was no reason for it to come after them specifically. They were just
    minding their own business, and no creature within its right mind would just decide
    to attack something so much larger than it.

    Except, she thought with a spark of fear, what if it was not in its right mind?
    Rabies could make animals behave out of character like this. Could birds get rabies?
    She did not know, but that did not stop her left hand from moving away from Morgan
    and forming a star dart between her fingers. She did not want to attack it, but if it
    made any threatening moves…

    The bird continued its dive until swooping closer and backflapping to come to a
    complete stop. Shockingly, it was no eagle or hawk as she first expected. It was an
    owl, which made her more confused. What would an owl be doing out here, flying around
    in the middle of the afternoon? It landed on the ground, its naturally wide golden
    eyes narrowed in what she could only interpret as a glare. Perhaps because it was
    awake so much earlier than it should be? Or, she decided as it shook its left leg at
    her, perhaps it was because it had gotten tangled up in something, although why it
    would blame her for that she still hadn't the foggiest.

    Do you want me to take this off you, she asked when it merely stared at
    her for a long moment. Its glare only intensified, as if her question had been beyond
    stupid. Hesitantly she reached her hands out, and when it did not lash out at her,
    she carefully untied the knot that had caught it and unwound the string that was in
    turn connected to a thick square of material that felt almost like the parchment she
    had noticed wizards preferred. Now free from its burden, the owl leapt away with a
    screech and started flapping away as quickly as its wings could carry it.

    Well, she told her friend, that was… strange. Turning the
    material in her hand over, she stared when she realized that this was, in fact, made
    of parchment. Specifically, it was a letter, and one addressed to
    her, albeit in the oddest way possible.

    Miss H. Potter
The Cleanest
    Corner
Church of St. Constantine
Delphi, Greece

    She had to read the address a few times before turning to look at Morgan. This
    feels a little creepy, don't you think? That they know not just what building we last
    slept in, but the exact spot in that building.

    Morgan turned his head to look at the letter in her hands before ruffling his
    feathers disinterestedly.

    Fair enough. She wiggled the flap of the envelope open and pulled out the
    two sheets of parchment within. The one in the back was a list of supplies, and why
    she would want to buy them became clear once she read the actual letter that was in
    the front. Looks like Jean Luc was right, she decided after quickly reading
    it over. This is from the magic school back in Britain. Would have been nice if
    that owl had stayed around to take a response back, especially since this McGonagall
    person only gave me three days to figure out how to get in touch with her.

    Despite the proximity of the deadline, Hazel could not help the feeling of
    excitement that was bubbling up within her belly. Finally, finally,
    she had a lead. For the last year, she had been unable to chase down any further
    information about the druids from whom she and and her mother had inherited their
    powers, no one outside of the wizards native to Britain even knowing that the druids
    existed in the first place. Between that and no one knowing how to talk to the
    wizards of her homeland, she had been left adrift aimlessly.

    That time was now at an end.

    Or, she amended, she hoped so. For all that she had been contacted, she did not
    know how to talk back yet. Would a letter addressed to Minerva
    McGonagall at Hogwarts School be enough for a bird from Stuttgart or Paris to find
    her? Was she supposed to know the location of the professor and this Hogwarts place
    in as much detail as her own letter was addressed? If that were the case, she was
    completely out of luck.

    Still, she did have one place she could go asking about for answers. Many months
    ago, when she accompanied Elfriede and Hedwig and Gertrude to the Convocation,
    Elfriede mentioned that there were hags living in Britain. Perhaps it was possible to
    travel to one of their fireplaces and ask them how to get to different places within
    Britain? That or combing through the bookstore in Place Cachée were her best bets at
    the moment.

    Her friends in the Black Forest first, she decided. It would be much simpler than
    digging through books. She stood up, shoving the letter in a pocket on the way up and
    her notebook and pen into her satchel, and glanced around to make sure that no one
    had decided to join her at the ruins while she was distracted. She was still alone,
    and that meant it was time to leave.

    Picturing the hags' living room was simplicity itself after all the time she had
    spent there, but she did not immediately jump. It was time to add the second part of
    the process that she had been experimenting with here in Greece, an aspect she had
    not known about when she first started teleporting but that she was never ignoring
    again if she could help it. One that made the process so much nicer.

    Her encounter with the spirit that dwelled within the scoured clearing was her
    first exposure to the idea of a 'spirit world' that existed alongside the world she
    currently stood upon. She had not returned to it, partly because she already knew she
    could not breathe while she was there and partly because she really did not want to
    face off against another spirit that hated humans, but she could not forget how she
    reached it in the first place. Namely, she had tried and failed to teleport, even if
    that failure was mostly intentional. Which told her in turn one very important thing:
    when she jumped, she was not moving directly to her destination. She had to move
    through somewhere else.

    And that in turn explained why her jumps always felt so terrible. If she was
    traveling through the other space, there had to be a pathway she was using. A tunnel.
    Except when the tunnel was too small, it made the trip feel like she was being
    crushed and squeezed because she truly, literally was.

    Hence her new method. With her destination fixed clearly in her mind, she… stepped
    'backwards', for lack of a better description. She moved part of her focus onto the
    space between herself and the hags' cabin in a way she never would have done without
    the revelation. Picturing the tunnel, she reached out with mental hands and
    stretched it to be wider. Wide enough that she could move through
    comfortably without needing to turn herself into toothpaste so she could fit.

    Stretching the tunnel did have a small side effect that it tended to let the
    waters that made up the spirit world leak out, so it was not a surprise when a thick
    dark purple fog came from nowhere and swirled around her. The speed of the fog was
    enough that it almost pulled her in, and teleportation was less of a jump pushing her
    forwards and more that she just stopped resisting the pull. The fog rushed back
    towards her and obscured her vision; when it dissipated an instant later, she was
    unsurprised to find herself standing in a familiar living room.

    The kitchen was in view of where she stood, which allowed her to see and hear
    Elfriede turn around and then curse at her sudden appearance. "What in the—!
    Hazel! What are you doing there? When did you get here?! If she keeps doing this,
    we will need to put a bell on her or something."

    'Just now. I needed to talk to you. I had a question.' Elfriede, hand
    leaving her chest, took several deep breaths and waved for her to continue. 'I
    got a letter today. A letter from the magic school back home in Britain. They invited
    me to come to learn, but they did not tell me how to get there. I hoped maybe you
    could tell me how to visit some of your coven in Britain so I could get directions
    from them.'

    Interestingly, that did not get her a look of surprise. It was more a resigned
    sigh. "I knew this day was coming. I just do not know that I really want her
    spending time with wand-wavers and picking up their prejudices. It is not right to
    keep it from her, though; she has just as much right to learn their Secrets as she
    does our own, though. And perhaps she will even be willing to reveal the Secrets they
    hold so close and deny to all others.

    "I can do better than that, Hazel. After the Convocation, I reached out to Elder
    Freya. I thought some of our coven lived in your home country, but they had all
    passed many years ago. She was kind enough to speak to the elders of other covens
    until she could find some who did live there. They, in turn, had answers for me.
    Where did I put it?" Elfriede dug around in the drawers of the kitchen for a
    minute before pulling out a thin roll of paper. "Here it is. They were able to give
    me directions to a small hostel that permits fire-travel. It is within walking
    distance of the main shopping district in London, but I do not have better directions
    than that."

    'I have no fear of exploring,' Hazel reminded the older hag as she took
    the offered slip. On it was written 'Shrouded Nook'. 'Do I need to give any
    additional information, or is there somewhere I need to stop midway in order to
    fire-travel to an English fireplace?'

    "I wondered the same, but apparently not. As long as you have a destination, it
    will apparently work no matter where you are." Elfriede shrugged. "I have never
    needed to go to other countries, so I did not know that, but it is convenient
    nonetheless."

    'Agreed.' Convenient and strange, but perhaps that was just because she
    had grown up around normal people and spent the last few months dodging armed
    individuals who were all about keeping people out of their countries. When
    teleportation was not only possible but fairly simple, she supposed it made borders
    less of a priority because of how much less useful they were.

    Something going on in their home country that people did not like? They could get
    out in the blink of an eye and make a new life elsewhere.

    Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, Hazel rolled the note up again and handed
    it back to Elfriede. 'Thank you. Is there anything you need while I am out? I
    figure I could do a little shopping.' She stopped and hesitated for a moment
    before adding, 'That depends on how much in pounds a Zauberpfennig is,
    though.'

    "Probably not much. It is a cheap coin. We are fine," Elfriede told her. "We have
    never needed things we can not get from either Stuttgart or Mainz, and while no doubt
    there are curiosities in England, those are not the same as necessities. You should
    focus on what you need for this school of yours."

    That was probably good advice, and she turned to look at the fireplace with
    trepidation. She was not looking forward to this; fire-travel hated
    her, and that feeling was mutual. Nonetheless, she walked over to the fireplace,
    scooped out a handful of glittering silver powder before tossing it into the embers,
    and pictured the words on the paper. The flames leapt up green as grass, and with a
    deep breath to fortify herself she walked into the flames.

    Her experiences with fire-travel were limited to the pub in Stuttgart, so she was
    no expert, but in her own beginner's opinion this journey was somehow even worse. The
    spinning continued to pick up speed, soon exceeding either of her previous trips.
    Even with her eyes closed, lights flashed past her eyelids in a rapid staccato that
    made her insides squirm sickeningly. Without warning, another force entered the
    picture, flipping her head over heels as though she had been tossed by an enormous
    hand and adding a new spin to the already nauseating picture. Her head rattled, and
    then another flip hit her by surprise. She opened her mouth to take a gasp;
    immediately she regretted it as foul-tasting ash poured in to suffocate her.

    The spinning suddenly shifted, tossing her sideways and launching her from a
    fireplace to slide and roll across the floor until hitting a table. That was finally
    too much for her stomach, and she gripped her abdomen hard while her breakfast
    sprayed from her mouth in a flood of acid. She retched again and again, until finally
    there was nothing left within her to get out and she was on her knees dry
    heaving.

    She wiped her mouth on her arm and fell back onto her butt. Familiar tweeting
    caught her ear, causing her to look over at Morgan who was standing on the edge of
    the same table she had crashed into and watching her with concern. I hate that
    kind of travel, she told him with vehemence. It's awful, I always get sick,
    and thank goodness I can teleport because otherwise I would rather walk everywhere.
    Whoever came up with that should be ashamed of themselves.

    Still, her hatred of this particular flavor of travel was no reason for her to
    stick around. The room was empty, and she expected so was much of the building
    considering no one came over at the sound of someone being so sick. Honestly, the
    inside was rather rundown overall, the mantle of the fireplace obviously dusty even
    from her position on the floor and the walls and floor made from wood that was faded
    and starting to warp. Aside from the table and a few nearby chairs, this room was
    empty of anything at all. Well, anything other than her pool of vomit.

    Hazel splayed her fingers over the floor and concentrated. Ripples of blue light
    pulsed away from her hands, washing over the puddle and causing it to shrink bit by
    bit into nothingness. They also stripped this spot of the floor of what had to be
    years of accumulated ground-in dirt, which only made the rest of the floor look that
    much worse in comparison. Certainly it did not hide the fact that someone had been
    here. Wary of anyone coming down, she waved for Morgan to follow her and slipped
    through the door onto the street beyond.

    Said street was dingy and poorly lit, the clouds in the sky dark and heavy with
    coming rain where they could be seen at all. Whoever designed this street apparently
    had a preference for tight spaces because if she was not mistaken, the buildings
    actually leaned inwards as though they wanted to form a tunnel; what was more,
    several of those buildings had tarps strung between them as though to form a sort of
    roof. Was this truly the main shopping area in Britain? If so, she might need to
    rethink whether she even wanted to stay here. Place Cachée was far more pleasant.

    Closing her eyes, she focused not on what she saw but on what she could hear.
    Other than a couple of men wearing ragged grey cloaks farther down the street to the
    left, there was no one around to ask for directions to all the other stores, and that
    was what she came here for. Several seconds passed before she nodded. The sound was
    somewhat muted, but she thought she could hear a wordless hubbub on her right side,
    the same kind of sound she would expect from a crowd that was a decent distance away.
    That was her best option for exploration right now.

    Walking up the street, she could only frown as the walls of the surrounding
    buildings became more and more grimy. Was this really the way she was supposed to be
    going? She turned one more corner and then blinked in surprise.

    That corner had hidden a transition, and an abrupt one at that. The alleyway she
    had been walking along was all in shades of grey, but this one? The storefronts – and
    they were very obviously stores – were painted all the colors of the rainbow,
    clashing against each other as though in competition for who could be the loudest and
    most garish. The contrast was jarring.

    As she was glancing around she spotted a pair of iron signs, each with a closed
    hand and a single extended finger, attached to the walls of the building on the
    corner between the two streets. The hand pointing back the way she came read
    'Knockturn Alley'; the street she was looking at therefore must be 'Diagon Alley'.
    She did not know what Knockturn Alley was if this was the main thoroughfare, but it
    was clearly not the domain of the wealthy and well-off.

    Of course, she was well aware of how the French treated werewolves and the Germans
    looked at hags. It was entirely possible that the only fireplace the British hags
    might have access to was in the slums.

    A cold breeze blew through the wider Diagon Alley, and the shiver it sent up her
    spine reminded her that she had a purpose for being here, one that was not musing on
    how hags were treated in different countries and cultures. She had not expected to
    need any cold weather clothing in Greece, and while she could pull out the thinner of
    the two coats she now had in her satchel, there was another option before her. She
    just needed to find the bookstore and get inside. It would doubtlessly be a more
    pleasant temperature there, especially if the clouds made good on their threat.

    Setting off down the street, Hazel made sure she stayed close to the wall. The
    crowds were not the thickest she had ever seen, but there were still enough people
    walking around and she was still short enough that if she were enveloped, she would
    quickly become lost. If she stayed over here, though, she would have the best view of
    the store signs on this side of the street as well as good angles to those on the
    other side when there were breaks in the crowd.

    By the time she found what she assumed was a bookstore if the open book on the
    wooden sign were any indication – although the name of the shop, Flourish and Blotts,
    also sounded like a cute name for a shop dealing with the written word – her worries
    about the chill or the future possibility of rain were long gone and replaced with
    smoldering pique. She had not bothered hiding herself from sight while she was
    looking around, and as a result the other people walking up and down the streets
    could see her and react. No one had done anything yet, no screams or calls for the
    riffraff to be thrown out the way she still remembered the librarian in Greater
    Whinging doing, but their thoughts made their true opinions plain to hear. She had
    heard already a number of people comment to themselves about the 'gutter urchin' and
    the 'Mudblood scum' wandering around amongst these good and upstanding people,
    including one woman with a strange black and white hairdo pulling her long velvet
    dress tighter about her legs and sniffing disdainfully before crossing to the other
    side of the street so she would not risk brushing up against 'common swine'.

    Little Whinging or London, normal or magical, even British or French. Humans were
    far too judgmental about other people. It said something when the nicest people Hazel
    had ever dealt with were those that turned into furry monsters one night a month or
    had first wanted to eat her!

    But that was neither here nor there. Their opinions did not matter to her. All
    that mattered right now was looking for answers she had long been unable to
    answer.

    The inside of the store looked less like a store and more like an overgrown study.
    Bookcases stretched from the floor all the way to the ceiling, a spiral staircase
    twisting up to an upper floor with even more books on display. She could see heavy
    tomes that would take all her strength to lift, books that were nearly a meter tall,
    and some in shelves within the front counter that looked like they might well be no
    bigger than a postage stamp. Her fingers twitched and itched to read them all, read
    everything. After wandering the world for the last year and a half, to see so much
    knowledge that had eluded her now sitting before her eyes, she could barely hold
    herself back from running around looking at every little thing.

    But that was a goal for a different time. The shelves of the store very helpfully
    had subjects attached to them, and that meant that she she was able to force herself
    to ignore the wide variety of books on display and head for the aisle that bore the
    heading 'Theory and History'. It was the aisle furthest to the left, out of sight of
    the windows, and when she got there she had to frown. Not only was it the least
    visible, it was also narrow and cramped. Worse, from what she could see only half the
    aisle was actually dedicated to the subject. The back half, closer to the register,
    looked like it was filled with comic books!

    Pulling her eyes away from the luridly cover of a serial titled 'Martin Miggs,
    the Mad Muggle', she focused on what titles of real books were readily visible.
    Several of the books did not have legible titles embossed on the spines, sometimes
    words in another language or sometimes just the author's name or sometimes nothing at
    all, but a few minutes searching found her three books that could be useful. 'A
    History of Magic' and 'Introductory Magical Theory' were both on her
    booklist, and the third was a book on the history of Hogwarts. If she were going to
    spend what she could only assume would be several years there, it would behoove her
    to learn of its past. Carrying her prizes with her to the corner so she would be out
    of sight of any passersby, she nestled in to start reading and satisfying her
    curiosity.

    Two hours later, now surrounded by a dozen different texts, she was thinking that
    in some ways it was a good thing she could not speak. If she could, she would be
    screaming up a storm with such naughty language that she would not be surprised if
    soap spontaneously appeared in her mouth.

    If these were the kinds of books she and other students were supposed to learn
    their history from, she was already unimpressed. Not just unimpressed; disturbed and
    suspicious. As far as she could see, none of the readily available history books
    talked about magic before the Romans went around and spread 'the light of their
    magic' through the world. If they were to be believed, it was almost as if magic
    had not been real, had been no more than a childish dream, until the dominance of the
    almighty Rome.

    What made that so disturbing was that it was clearly nonsense of the highest
    order. The Greeks and Egyptians had cultures long before the Romans, and yet their
    folklore was full of gods and monsters and no few magicians. She had not delved
    deeply into the books about Babylon or India or China during her weeks cloistered
    within the Bristol library, but if she remembered her brief skimming of a more
    general world history book, they were even older. And, of course, there were the
    druids. Her ancestors might not be as ancient as other cultures, but their ways and
    traditions were still firmly in place when the Romans first arrived on the shores of
    the British Isles. Then there was Elfriede's story, for while it focused on the
    origin of the hags' curse it also mentioned peripherally the origin of human magic in
    the mists of time immemorial. For the Romans therefore to be the source from which
    all magical knowledge sprung…

    It simply beggared belief, and for no clear reason. Why would anyone want to lie
    about things that happened millennia ago?

    That had lead to her next path of investigation. If the history books were
    useless, her thought was, then she would just need to look at it from some different
    angle. She would dearly love to know more about the druids, but for now she would
    settle for information about how her magic worked. Her experiments had been fruitful,
    but she would not turn down the expertise of generations to guide her and speed up
    her magical mastery that much more. Unfortunately, she had hit an even larger
    roadblock in the magical theory books.

    Despite their claims, she had decided that nobody had the slightest clue how magic
    worked. Oh, there were rules and theorems and talk of breaking spells down with maths
    to make it easier to make new spells, but everyone had their own ideas about
    how magicians could twist the very substance of reality with nothing
    more than a thought and an effort of will, and none of those ideas played nice with
    anybody else's. The only thing they all agreed on was the method by
    which magic was made manifest: the movement of a witch's wand and the force and
    pronunciation of her incantations. Without these, they all said one after another,
    magic could not exist. It was all but impossible.

    Impossible? Please. Her own experiments and self-taught abilities were all the
    proof she needed to know that was a steaming pile of rubbish.

    But it did leave her in a bit of a lurch. If this was what was accepted as truth,
    then how would they explain her talents? Moreover, if the proper pronunciation of
    nonsense words was the end-all and be-all of magic, it left the question of how
    people like her were meant to use magic. What was taught to people who were deaf or
    mute or had speech impediments? She had looked and looked, but there was only a
    single book she found through this entire store on disabilities at all, and even that
    was a slim handbook for parents who discovered that their child was 'incapable' of
    using magic.

    It was this book that had put her in such a foul temper. The deaf and the mute
    were considered subsets of 'Squibs', people born to wizards and sorcerers but bereft
    of any talent for the magical arts. The anonymous author tried to remain objective,
    but by the final pages his true opinion was visible for all to see.

    "…as such, while it is technically possible for the magically incapable to
    carve out niches for themselves and form a small group of family and friends who
    accept them, to say that such a life is easy or simple would be a lie. Indeed, those
    few who were willing to have their stories told in this volume expressed to me the
    sentiment that they expected their lives would be all the more fulfilling were they
    to be among others who did not make them feel deficient. This is to say nothing of
    the stigma still present through our culture for those who cannot use magic and their
    compatriots, a stigma that makes it that much more difficult for them to fill their
    lives with the love of others.

    "It is for this reason that the Ministry maintains a list of orphanages
    throughout the Muggle world where some of the staff are aware of our world.
    Heartbreaking as it sounds, perhaps the kindest thing we can offer these children is
    to give them over to a place where they have the chance of being accepted and adopted
    into a Muggle home. As they will never be contacted by our schools or government,
    they will not learn of or pine for a society in which they cannot fully take part.
    Surrounded instead by people just like them, they will have a sense of belonging and
    satisfaction that simply is not possible in our own world."

    Can you believe the sheer nerve of this
    man, Morgan?! He's basically saying that we are not worth keeping around, that anyone
    who isn't exactly like everyone else should be thrown away and told it is for our own
    good.

    Send anyone who could not use a wand to an orphanage? It was unconscionable. Her
    uncle Vernon had threatened her on multiple occasions with sending her away to an
    orphanage. In his mind, not only would it mean he would no longer have to spend any
    money on her care, but it would also be the proper place to send someone that 'no
    normal person' would ever want. That the neighbors knew of her existence and would
    ask where she had disappeared to was the only reason he had not made good on that
    threat. This was where anybody who could not do magic the way
    society thought they should were meant to be sent? A place that was less desirable
    even than her aunt and uncle's home?

    She shook her head and threw the book disgustedly away from her little nook and
    down the aisle.

    "Who's throwing books around?" yelled a man's voice. Hazel braced her staff on the
    ground and used it to scramble to her feet, but she was not fast enough to get out of
    sight before a large man with an enormous fluffy mustache stormed around the corner.
    His eyes flicked over her clothing and then fixated on the books at her feet.
    "What are you doing to my books?! This is a store, girl! These books are for
    sale, not toys to play with! She probably doesn't even know how to read from the
    look of her. Might have been just tearing them apart for the fun of it. Out!
    Out!"

    The man drew his wand, and Hazel jumped to the side and scurried out of his sight.
    He quickly followed, but while his wand was pointed upwards he did not start throwing
    spells at her. He seemed content to see her rush out the front door, and only once
    she was no longer within his store but merely looking through the window did he give
    her a long warning look and walk back to the counter where she had been sitting.

    He was mean, she told Morgan after taking a moment to calm her racing
    heart. And for no reason! He could have at least waited long enough for me to
    tell him what I was doing before chasing me out. Thunder cracked above her, and
    she glanced up at the clouds. And now I'm outside and don't have any
    books.

    Still, that did not mean she had no options at hand. Perhaps it was simply time to
    walk around subtly instead of out in the open where everyone could see her.

    Less than a minute later she reentered the bookstore, but this time wrapped in her
    grey ignore-me smoke. The owner was waving his wand to return the last two of her
    books to their shelves, and since he was facing away from the door that only made her
    entrance all the simpler. Two books were right now at the top of her list, namely the
    books on magical plants and human potions. It did not take long to find them, and
    during her search she also spotted a couple of books about the methods of harvesting
    potion ingredients that joined them in her bag. Normally she would feel a little bad
    about stealing the books, but considering the owner's attitude toward her when she
    was not doing anything wrong, she was more than happy to let this be his
    comeuppance.

    The rain had started in earnest by the time she was finished, and she looked out
    the window forlornly. What do you think? Call it for today and find someplace
    warm and dry where we can settle down to sleep while we're in town?

    Morgan took one look outside and shifted on her shoulder to get closer to her
    neck.

    Yeah, I don't want to go out in that either. All the same, I want to read
    through a couple of these books before I take a look at the apothecary or druggist's
    or wherever these people buy their ingredients. It would make no sense to refill my
    bag there if I can harvest a lot of what I need without needing to steal it. Plus, I
    don't even know what the interesting potions are and what I need to make them in the
    first place. I'd like to make a proper shopping list first.

    He twittered again in the direction of her letter, and she looked at the supply
    list again. The first of the miscellaneous items was a wand. Her fingers tapped
    thoughtfully against the wood of her staff. Sure, the books she read in this shop all
    talked about the importance of incantations, but that just meant they were
    shortsighted and wrong. All the same, she had gotten a glimpse of what wand-magic was
    capable of thanks to Jean Luc and Marcel, along with the wizard who attacked Hedwig
    and her in Stuttgart. It would not be bad to supplement what she could already do
    with a few tricks with a wand, would it?

    With a sigh, Hazel reached into her satchel before wiggling her fingers in the
    same way that she would to conjure her ghost hand. Her spell interacted with the
    magic of her bag, and a moment later fabric jumped into her fingers. She pulled out
    her thinner jacket and slid it on over her bag. Taking another look at how hard it
    was raining, she reached back inside her satchel and summoned a towel she had found
    during her trek to Greece. Originally it had been old and ratty, but she had managed
    to clean it up and patch it together with her fixing spell. It had afterwards served
    as a bit of an experiment, testing to see if she could use her fixing spell to fuse
    two similar things together.

    It turned out that yes, she could, and as a result the towel was now more like a
    shawl, half as wide as it should be but twice as long. She was still looking for a
    way to make it totally waterproof, but it would do a good enough job keeping her dry
    at the moment. She draped it over her head and wrapped it around her shoulders to
    keep both her head and Morgan dry, and between the two she felt shielded enough to
    step out into the rain.

    She was quite happy that her cleaning spell not only washed but dried things
    because she needed to use it twice on the towel before she finally stumbled upon the
    store she was searching for. The display in the window, a single wand laying upon a
    dusty cushion that might at one time have been purple, was a good sign, as was the
    text of the sign once she could finally read it. Ollivander's. Makers of fine
    wands since… 382 B.C.?! She blinked several times in surprise. Well. I
    suppose that means the family has plenty of experience.

    The bell above the door tinkled as she entered, pulling the towel and jacket off
    once she was no longer in the rain. "Who would be walking around in such dreadful
    weather?" she heard to her side, and she turned to find an old man silently
    closing a door behind him. His wispy white eyebrows rose when she did so.
    "Interesting. Rarely does anyone hear me come in. Good afternoon. I had
    wondered when I would see you, Miss Potter."

    She had raised her hand to wave back at his greeting, but the motion came to a
    stop when he said her name. Instead she asked, 'You know who I am?'

    That earned a short, dry chuckle. "Indeed. Many know who you are, although few
    would necessarily recognize you dressed as you are. It is not the picture most
    people have of you. Nor would you writing things in midair."

    'Then how did you recognize me?'

    "I have a small advantage over most other people." His silver eyes, gleaming like
    polished coins, brightened when he smiled. "I am a wandmaker, and therefore I pay
    more attention to the echoes wands leave upon children. You, of course, have
    three different echoes, although it is odd that they have become so muted.
    Normally I do not see that in children your age.

    "It seems only yesterday that your mother was in here herself buying her wand. Ten
    and a quarter inches long, swishy, made of willow. A nice wand for charm work.
    Elegant and dextrous as a dancer, a wand for those who see beauty through all the
    world."

    Hazel smiled at that description of her mother. Perhaps following through with
    this truly was the right course of action if it meant following in her mother's
    footsteps.

    Mr. Ollivander's own smile grew wider. "Your father, on the other hand, favored a
    mahogany wand. Eleven inches and unusually pliable. A little more power and excellent
    for transfiguration, ever seeking to change the world around it."

    So both her parents were sorcerers? The idea was not totally foreign to her, but
    it was still not her leading theory. It seemed strange that if her parents were both
    part of this world that she would grow up with her aunt and uncle, particularly
    considering how insistent the wizards were to keeping themselves separate from the
    rest of the world. Had her parents no one else they trusted with her safety?

    Pushing that answerless question aside, she asked instead, 'You said I had
    three echoes? That is only two.'

    "Indeed I did. Show me your scar, if you would?" Surprised that he knew about that
    already, she nonetheless nodded and raised her chin so he could see the thin scar
    that ran across her throat, the scar that stole her voice from her before she could
    even use it. "That, Miss Potter, is the source of the third echo." Boney fingers
    reached out but stopped before they could touch the surface of her skin. "I am sorry
    to say I sold the wand that left you such a scar. Thirteen and a half inches, made
    from yew. Rigid. Unyielding. A powerful wand, as most yew wands are,
    but this one perhaps too powerful. Especially in the hands of someone utterly
    convinced of his right to dominate all life. A wand meant for great works,
    turned to terrible purpose…"

    'I'm sorry, sir, but did you say a wizard did this to me?' She had always
    known that the story her relatives told her, that it was a remnant of a drunken car
    crash, was a lie, but never in a million years would she have guessed that it was the
    work of a wizard. But why? Who would care about a baby?

    "Is this possible? You… do not know?" he asked in a disbelieving
    voice.

    What followed was a history lesson she had not known she did not want. A tale of
    civil war, wizard fighting wizard over whether Muggleborns – Nés-Moldus, like her
    mother had been and the werewolves of Compiègne thought she was – had the right even
    to exist. Of a fearsome dark wizard whose name everyone was still too afraid to use
    because, in Mr. Ollivander's words, to speak his name was to invite death itself to
    your door. Of his murder of her parents and her unexplained, miraculous survival
    immediately followed by this wizard's equally inexplicable disappearance.

    Of the myth that had somehow sprung up in the meantime, crediting her with the
    wizard's defeat and possible death even though she was too young to do anything at
    all, as well as her apparent title of 'the Girl-Who-Lived' because she alone survived
    his deadly curse.

    The idea that she was some kind of mystical savior was enough to earn a dismissive
    scoff. Of course, she was some prodigy of magic who could defeat the evil wizard
    threatening the land, no doubt protected by destiny itself so she might bring light
    and peace back to the world. It was the same bare-bones storyline she had seen in any
    number of fantasy novels. Cute, but this was reality. She was no up-and-coming
    heroine; she was just an orphan runaway with her feathered friend, her wits, and a
    desire to learn everything she could do.

    'Thank you for telling me all this,' she finally told him. 'It was…
    enlightening.'

    "I can only imagine, if she had never known any of this before. How the
    Girl-Who-Lived would not know about her own history, though; that is the
    question. I am glad to help. But you did not come here to listen to an old man
    prattle on, did you?" Mr. Ollivander asked with a knowing smile.

    'No, it isn't. But I have a question.' He nodded for her to go ahead.
    'Can I even use a wand if I cannot speak?'

    "I wondered if that was why you have only written all your questions," he told her
    before sighing. "In truth, the answer is complicated. Nonverbal magic, spells cast
    silently, is possible, yes. It is however difficult. Few people find themselves able
    to cast any but the simplest and most familiar spells without incantations. Add in
    how an improperly cast spell will behave in extremely unpredictable ways… I worry
    that trying to start your education with nonverbal spells would be close to
    impossible."

    'I see. Thank you for your time, then. I won't waste any more of it.'
    Giving him a small smile, she reached for her jacket where she had draped it over a
    spindly chair in the corner.

    A hand fell gently on her shoulder, causing her to turn back to face him. With a
    grandfatherly smile, the expression narrowing eyes she now realized had yet to blink
    throughout the entire conversation, he shook his head. "I would not call it a waste
    of time, child. You came here to find your wand. I would not stand between the two of
    you." She shot him a confused expression, and he elaborated, "Not all magic has been
    discovered and codified, and sometimes the bond between a witch and her wand can
    transcend mere spells. Likewise, I could not bear to see one of my children left
    behind while you return to the world empty-handed. Come, let us look."

    She let him pull her over to the counter, where he pulled a long tape measure that
    had once been white but was now yellowing with age from his pocket. "Which is your
    wand arm?"

    Holding out her right hand, she watched as he measured the distance between any
    number of her joints. Wrist to shoulder, the tip of her ring finger to the crook of
    her elbow, from her shoulder around her back to her opposite hip and then to the
    floor. "Yes, yes. You are meant for an excitable wood. Challenges before you are
    to be learned from and overcome, not obstacles that block your way. Any wand that is
    too shy or quiet would be unable to keep up with you, perhaps more so than with most
    witches considering the parlor tricks you have already taught yourself with nothing
    but your own determination. And yet," he continued to himself as he wrapped the
    measuring tape around her head, "you do not show the recklessness I typically see
    with those other traits. A core of timidity you are trying to grow out of, perhaps?
    No, not with that shoulder blade height. In fact, keeping in mind her overall small
    stature compared to the circumference of her arms… Have you needed to protect
    yourself from many dangers in your life?"

    Dangers? Well, there was the red cap, the spirits in de Rais's castle, and the
    scoured clearing for sure… and the werewolves during the full moon… and the hags when
    she first met them… and maybe the Dursley family if she wanted to be truly
    uncharitable… She shrugged one shoulder in embarrassment and gave him a nod.

    "I see. Not fear, then, but a finely honed instinct for self-preservation. You
    push your boundaries, but always with an eye on your surroundings. Not something I
    see in wizards nowadays. Interesting, but useful information all the same. I
    have a feeling you will be a tricky customer. Good! I always have the most fun with
    complex witches." He dropped the tape measure onto the counter and dashed off to the
    back, where she could see him rummaging through boxes before grabbing one or two and
    moving on to the next pile. "No point in trying any alder, chestnut, or pear
    wands. Hornbeam? Unlikely, but maybe I should have one or two ready to try. Beech,
    oak, and walnut, absolutely. All right, let us try these and find where your
    partner is waiting." He returned and stretched out his hand holding just one of the
    wands he carried in his arms. "Try this one, beech-wood and dragon heartstring. Go
    ahead and give it a—"

    Her fingers touched it, but she did not have time even to get a firm grip on it
    before he pulled it way. "Oh, absolutely not! That was a strangely potent
    rejection," he thought as he shook his head. Placing it on the counter, he ran
    his fingertips over the wands in his arms. "Which to try, hmm? Yes, yes,
    dogwood and… Actually, no. Not this one, either. It would be pointless letting
    her try a wand that is incapable of nonverbal spellcasting. Perhaps this one
    instead, blackthorn and unicorn hair, eight inches and springy." Once again she
    barely laid a finger upon it before it was taken from her.

    Minutes stretched into an hour, and the pile of rejected wands mounted higher and
    higher. True to his word, Mr. Ollivander did seem to become more and more excited as
    he pulled out what might well be the stock of his entire store. "You have demanding
    tastes, my dear. Very particular. Anything too meek is ignored entirely, but all
    the excitable wands have been rejected. How very curious. Perhaps this one?
    Holly and phoenix feather, eleven inches and supple. Does her magic cry out for
    restitution for its brother's misdeeds, perhaps? It is an unusual combination,
    perhaps fit for an unusual witch."

    He let her touch it, but just like all the others so far he immediately pulled it
    away with a grimace. "No, no, definitely not," he said in a tight, hoarse voice.
    "I have never heard a wand scream like that before, and I would hope never to
    hear it again. That was a foolish experiment. My apologies." She shrugged, the
    movement jostling her staff where she had tucked it within the crook of her elbow to
    keep it out of the way, and when it did his eyes drifted to it before narrowing.
    "Is that… I wonder. May I take a look at that, my dear?"

    Hazel looked between him and her staff a few times before slowly handing it over.
    He hefted it in his hands and ran his fingers over it. "Fascinating. Maple, hard to
    test its flexibility like this but at the least it is not rigid. Sturdy most
    assuredly," he added after tapping it on the ground. He gave her a somewhat uncertain
    grin before handing it back. "I see the answer to my question is plain. I have no
    wand that will work for you in my shop, I am sad to say. You have already bonded with
    a magical wood, and it jealously clings to you."

    'It is jealous? But it's just wood,' she wrote out in confusion.

    "But is the tree from which it comes not alive just as much as you or I?" Mr.
    Ollivander asked with a raised eyebrow. "Do you think it does not have its own wants
    and needs?"

    She blinked, thinking back on her meeting with that maple tree back in France.
    Alive, most definitely. She gained her staff after making a deal with it, and was
    that not by itself proof that it had thoughts of a sort? She supposed it only made
    sense that some of that life may continue in the branch she was given to make the
    staff she now held.

    "I see you understand. Wands may not think and live the way humans do, but they do
    so in their own way instead. The wand chooses the witch, not the other way around,
    for magic cannot come without acceptance from both. Once that choice is
    made, wands – and apparently staves – can be rather possessive. They do not like
    sharing."

    'So you need to make a wand out of my staff?' The idea made sense, and
    yet just thinking about that still made her stomach flutter anxiously although she
    knew not why.

    "Normally I would think the same, but the way it behaves tells me that it is
    already complete. It is whole." He shook his head. "I fear that if I tried breaking
    it down to turn it into a wand, I would only kill it." Her hands clutched her staff
    more tightly, and he nodded in understanding. "Neither you nor I want that. At the
    same time, it limits what I can give you. So long as your staff lives, you will be
    unable to use a wand at all."

    Nibbling on her bottom lip, Hazel looked over at her staff again. 'Just one
    problem,' she wrote after a minute to think about just how she wanted to say
    this. 'If I can't use a wand, how am I expected to cast wizard magic? Can I use a
    staff just like a wand?'

    "I do not know the answer to that. I have live a very long life, Miss Potter, but
    what you hold in your hands?" He shrugged. "I have never seen any of its ilk before,
    and its abilities are a mystery to me." Raising one finger, he continued, "There is
    one thing I do know, however. Despite what wizards might believe,
    spells are not the whole and entirety of magic.

    "In the end, all I can offer you is a choice. Tell me you wish to be a witch like
    all those around you, and I will do all I can to keep the magic of that staff alive
    in order to fashion you a wand. I make no guarantees, but even if I am unsuccessful I
    can find a wand to learn and grow alongside you. However, should you leave my shop
    today with your staff in hand, you will walk a harder road, but it will be one of
    your making and no one else's. Its destination will be yours to decide, whether that
    be to curse and envy wizards for their abilities or to rise above them all on your
    own merits."

    The end of his speech seemed almost to ring in the ensuing silence, the air within
    the shop now strangely heavy like the winds before a thunderstorm. Morgan shivered on
    her shoulder. Hazel's fingers stroked the smooth, pale yellow surface of her staff in
    thought. So many of the books she had read, Mr. Ollivander's own warning, told her
    that a wand would be all but useless in her hands without the ability to speak.
    Wizards' spells were out of her reach. And yet, she had never needed their spoken
    spells, had she? Her magic was beyond such limitations. Maybe she was never meant to
    be a witch, even if her mother had been one.

    But that did not mean she could not be something else.

    'I just have one question, then.' He nodded, his thoughts silent like the
    surface of a placid pond but churning with anticipation underneath. 'Is there a
    post office nearby? I need to send someone a letter.'

    After all, if she could not be a witch, there was little point in going to a
    witch's school, was there?

    

    Like I said, meaty. At least I didn't turn the entire thing into a chapter
    of shopping for infinitely expanding trunks-slash-portable apartments and five
    hundred outfits and custom wand creation (even if only on a
    technicality).

    Although I DID make her teleportation Splinch-proof, so there's
    that.

    One last thing. Please keep in mind that Hazel's thoughts and opinions are
    not necessarily my own, nor is she an unbiased narrator. She may be able to read
    minds, but that just gives her more information to potentially misinterpret.
    Especially when she has to view it through the lens of her own
    upbringing.

    Silently Watches out.
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    VtrCst: Keep in mind that Ollivander described Hazel's staff as
    "whole" and "complete". That means that he can't just slap a phoenix feather or a
    unicorn hair onto it and say, "Here you go, it's just like a wand!" It is
    fundamentally different, and he can't try to change it into something else without,
    in his own words, "killing" the magic within it that makes it more than just a tree
    branch.

    aleguille: Number one, saying that Hazel "sounded like a Death
    Eater" is beyond the pale, my friend. She was not advocating for the killing of all
    wizards. Number two, you misunderstand who is being arrogant here. Not once did she
    say her way of magic was objectively superior. What she did was read several books
    that all said the magic she has been doing for over a year is
    impossible and (CORRECTLY, mind you) decided the
    people who wrote these books had to be wrong. That and choosing her own brand of
    magic rather than something everybody so far has told her she can't even do.

    That lone knight: Technically Hazel was already going through the
    spirit world with her teleportation (as do all wizards), but that interaction is more
    intense now, yes.

    HammerSteel: A couple of things I need to point out. First,
    nobody was insulting Hazel out loud. This is her hearing their thoughts, hence the
    italics. Second and more sadly, most of the people thinking those things were not
    Pureblood supremacists. A few were, hence the Mudblood comments, but not most or even
    many. They were just the same kind of people as those in the real world who
    reflexively think cruel things when seeing the homeless on the streets.

    lockmyhart: Nonverbal casting is an interesting topic. You are
    correct, in book 6 the teachers were saying they expected the students to only use
    nonverbal casting from then on. At the same time, if we look at the series as a whole
    then all these adult wizards who were casting spells in the early books were told the
    same thing and yet use verbal incantations. Between that and the students not easily
    using nonverbal casting in book 6, I can only conclude that it canonically is
    difficult to the point that most people DON'T actually use it.

    As for Gertrud, yes, she can make any human potion she wants so long as she has
    the ingredients. Can probably make it better than the vast majority of humans,
    actually.

    sappy3: The biggest reason people believe that Hazel is a
    Muggleborn is actually because of her ignorance about what is considered common
    knowledge in magical society. That being said, her clothing doesn't help but for the
    exact opposite reason you're thinking. You say that her clothing is eccentric, but do
    you know who else dressed super weird in canon? Every wizard trying to LOOK like a
    Muggle. That isn't wizards dressing strange; it's wizards believing
    Muggles dress strange. Therefore, since she isn't wearing normal
    robes, a number of wizards will simply assume she's wearing some incomprehensible
    Muggle fashion.

    "Apollo is the sun god, not the moon god": Yes, I realize. I had
    a brain fart while writing the chapter and couldn't get to FFN to change it until the
    next day.

    "So is Hazel going to Hogwarts or not?": I've already mentioned
    that Hazel will be going to Hogwarts; the powers that be wouldn't allow any other
    options. I just needed to set up a couple of things for the future. For example, that
    Hazel cares far more about what is useful TO HER than what other people tell her she
    is SUPPOSED to do or care about…

    

    Chapter 28
Weird Wizards

    The sunlight cresting over the horizon and streaming between the rooftops stung
    Hazel's eyelids, and with a silent sigh she gave up any additional sleep as an
    impossible dream. She blinked her eyes open and looked around at the space she had
    claimed the night before. It was not the most comfortable place ever, just the corner
    between two buildings in a dead-end alley, nor was it hers alone. She had found it
    when she noticed several other people, all in ratty clothing, shuffling in as the
    cloudy day turned into true night. While she got a few suspicious looks for being an
    unfamiliar face, no one had told her she could not stay here for the night.

    Interestingly, she had noticed that they lit a couple of fires in large metal can
    with matches, not using any kind of magic. Wizards without wands, she had to wonder,
    like the Compiègne werewolves? Or were they Squibs, the children of wizards who were
    born either without magical powers or the means by which to use wizard magic? Either
    way, it made her glad to be a druid instead.

    That was something she had spent not an insignificant amount of time thinking
    about the previous night after her conversation with Mr. Ollivander. For a year and a
    half, she had been convinced that she and her mother were something different, a
    conviction that was only proven more right with every example of wizards' dependence
    on wands. She did not need one; her mother, at least according to Aunt Petunia's
    memories, did not need one either. And yet, Mr. Ollivander had sold her mother a
    wand. There was no deceit in his words, and nor was there a reason for him to lie. It
    left her with a conundrum: why did her mum get a wand when she did not need it?

    The possible conclusions she had come to were the only ones that made sense to
    her, and yet they still left a small pit in the bottom of her stomach. The first
    possibility was that maybe there was magic that wizards could use that druids could
    not, and her mother had a wand because she had learned both styles of magic. That
    gave Hazel pause because all this time she had been chasing after the skills her
    mother had possessed, and if her conclusion was right she would only ever be half the
    magician her mother was. To make matters worse, this was honestly the
    more pleasant of the two possibilities.

    The less pleasant? It was entirely possible that she had misinterpreted Aunt
    Petunia's memories. She assumed her mother had continued to push on with what she
    could do without a wand, and that had been a driving force in her own experiments.
    What if her mum hadn't, though? What if her mum heard the same
    things Hazel herself had been told, that humans needed wands to do any real magic,
    and as a result got a wand and went to witch school because it was the only offer she
    received?

    Despite her own abilities, Hazel had yet to hear from a druidic school wanting to
    take her as a student the way Hogwarts school had. Were the druids even more
    reclusive than the wizards and did not reach outside their society? Perhaps did the
    druids simply no longer exist, so there was no school to invite
    children to and that was why no one in France or Germany had heard of them? This was
    the possibility that sent shivers down Hazel's spine. She had assumed for months, a
    year even, that when she was old enough to go to a magical school in her home country
    that she could finally get answers on how to advance her abilities. Could that
    knowledge, the knowledge of magical humans that were not wand-wavers, truly be
    lost?

    Could she in fact be the only one of her kind left, the only human who both did
    not need a wand and was pushing the limits of what she could do with nothing but her
    own mind and will? It seemed impossible that this could be the case, that no one did
    anything the way she did, that she was the only person who had set out to discover or
    rediscover magic that needed no wand. And yet, it was hard to argue with the facts
    sitting in front of her face.

    Surely in a world in which the wand was seen as everything,
    somebody who was told they could not use it would have pushed the
    boundaries of what was considered possible. Or, like her, somebody who was never been
    told they could not do magic without a wand would have also uncovered alternate means
    of casting spells. Such a thing should be front-page news that completely rewrote all
    their knowledge of what was possible! And yet, the firm belief that without a wand
    they were less than nothing persisted.

    This in turn only supported the conclusion she hoped was wrong. She had been
    wandering in the dark for the last eighteen months, and more and more it was looking
    like she could continue doing so for the rest of her life. She might just be on her
    own forever.

    Shaking those thoughts from her head, she picked her bag up from the ground where
    she had used it as a pillow, took her staff in her hands, and walked out of the
    alley. Her fingers gripped her waist where her top and her skirt overlapped, and a
    moment later blue light rippled over both of them and made the dirt and sweat and
    dried rain fade away into nothing. Wearing the same outfit over and over was not a
    problem when she could magically clean it each day, especially when she could do so
    even while she was still wearing it.

    Most of yesterday had been spent exploring Diagon Alley, all while wrapped in her
    ignore-me smoke to keep from being thrown out of any other shops like had happened at
    the bookstore, but today she was interested in what the other alley had to offer.
    Breathing out her cloud of grey smoke yet again, she peered through the windows of
    the first shop, a dingy place called Borgin and Burke's, and her eyebrows almost
    immediately rose to her hairline.

    The fact that the display in the window was a row of skulls that turned of their
    own accord to face her should have been the first hint that this was not a happy
    place. It was hard to see deep into the store because of the low light, but already
    she could see a cushion holding a severed, withered human hand— She blinked and
    squinted her eyes to look closer. No, not human after all; not unless it was from
    someone with a birth defect that gave them four fingers instead of five. Aside from
    that, there was a display of sharp and gleaming knives, a deck of cards with a large
    brown stain across one side that could all too easily be blood, several pointy iron
    contraptions hanging from the ceiling, a partially disassembled skeleton bound in
    ropes beneath the counter next to a gilded skull…

    She took a couple of steps back and shook her head. That was one store she did
    not plan on shopping in, and now she worried that everything down
    this street was in the same vein. Worse, she could almost see it making a sick kind
    of sense; after all, the stores in Diagon Alley appeared to cater to the kind of
    wizards she had read about who helped boy heroes vanquish great evils. It was only to
    be expected that the wizards and witches who wanted to rule the world would have
    their own shopping areas.

    Thankfully for her peace of mind, other than this and a druggist's whose windows
    were decorated with beautiful pink oleanders and the distinctive umbrellas of tiny
    white hemlock flowers – both of which she knew were incredibly toxic – the rest of
    the street was nowhere near as malevolent in appearance, at least not on first or
    second glance. It did not take long for her to pass the supposed hostel Elfriede had
    directed her to, which yet again was silent as the grave when she peeked inside. It
    was also still covered in dust except for the spot she had cleaned, which raised
    questions in Hazel's mind about whether there were any occupants in the first place.
    That would be something to check out later. After that came a handful of pawn shops
    and second-hand stores. The rest of the street was filled with drab buildings that
    looked like they were homes or at worst flats.

    A residential area, she presumed, but for whom? She would assume that it was not
    for the same shopkeepers who worked in Diagon Alley since anybody who could fling
    spells around would surely spend a few minutes here and there cleaning and fixing
    their homes. Those were some of the few spells Jean Luc had spent time learning, and
    he and Marcel were the only werewolves she knew who had wands, so what was the
    wizards' excuse? Or maybe it was not for wizards, she considered after passing a few
    more homes. Hags could not use human magic, so it stood to reason that any non-human
    people who lived in the area might likewise be unable to do so. But even then, why
    could they not hire one of their human neighbors' or coworkers' kids to come over and
    cast a few spells for some pocket change?

    …Hmm. That was something to keep in mind, actually. If no one else was doing it,
    maybe she could go door-to-door and offer to do some cleaning for
    coin? It would be nice not to have to steal everything she
    needed.

    Perhaps after a kilometer or so of walking and thinking, she noticed that the
    homes were starting to get… not nice-looking, exactly, but less bad. The wizards who
    could use magic to keep their places in good repair, perhaps? The improvements
    continued the farther she walked, until she saw that she was at the intersection
    between Knockturn and another street. Once again she found a pair of iron signs, but
    these were less elaborate than those at Diagon. Komarsh Alley, she read out
    to Morgan. That's interesting. What is this place, do you think?

    The 'cleaner than Knockturn' trend appeared to continue down this street, so with
    nothing else pressing for the moment she shrugged to herself and continued her walk
    into and down the length of Komarsh Alley. Her eyes flicked over the storefronts, and
    her surprise grew after each building she passed. After Diagon and Knockturn, she was
    expecting… she did not know exactly what she was expecting, in all
    honesty. Magics benign? Evil? Both? Neither?

    Hazel got none of those, and she found herself occasionally checking the clothing
    everyone wore to make sure she was still among the wizards and had not somehow
    stepped through a time rift back to the Middle Ages.

    Diagon, even Knockturn, had looked medieval, but that was medieval with a twist of
    fantasy. The people she saw now? Many of them still wore robes, but a not
    insubstantial number instead had opted for sturdy leather aprons, thick tunics, and
    baggy breeches. Her ears caught the friendly and sometimes not-so-friendly calls
    between the people in the various buildings. Over the examples of human speech were
    noises that were not human in origin, though: from one building with a wide-open yard
    the squeal of pigs being butchered, from another the bangs and pings of metal hitting
    metal and the roars of flame. The buildings might not bear thatched roofs, but
    everything else looked like it had been pulled out of a history book.

    Even so, that did not mean this street was devoid of magic. She wandered a bit
    closer to the latter building until the smell of smoke tickled her nose and watched
    as a shirtless man with frankly enormous arms stopped hammering a bar of metal long
    enough that he could pull a short stick from his back pocket. A muttered word and a
    wave of the wand, and a long gout of flame poured forth from the tip and funneled
    itself into the forge so he could stick the bar back in. A couple of houses down, she
    stopped to watch a young girl giggling as she sat on her grandmother's lap. The
    grandmother's attention was focused on the loom in front of her while another girl,
    this one in her mid-teens or so, waved her wand as a conductor might to pull thread
    from several large spools and bury the ends somewhere in the depths of the
    machine.

    Her footsteps continued carrying her down this street, and while her eyes wandered
    up the smaller roads that branched off between occasional buildings, she stuck to her
    plan of exploring just this alley first. She passed several stalls bearing vegetables
    and fruits and snickered to herself and to Morgan as she listened to the people
    behind the stalls – the farmers themselves, or just merchants who bought and sold? –
    insult each others' wares and promote their own.

    This is where everything is made, she told her feathered friend all while
    she wrinkled her nose at the unfortunately familiar scent of tanning leather coming
    from yet another building. Or if not everything, at least a lot of things. Raw
    materials, anyway. Then it all goes to Diagon to be turned into the final
    products. That made sense to her, but it still left her with a question.
    Now, how do they get their stuff from here to Diagon? Obviously they don't walk
    through Knockturn, or it wouldn't look the way it does. Maybe they just jump, but
    that seems like a waste, doesn't it?

    That question weighing on her mind, she gave most of the other buildings only
    cursory glances. Her eyes and thoughts were on the road ahead of her. The
    cobblestones of Komarsh turned slightly to the right, and she blinked in surprise
    when eventually they came to a brick wall with a square opening and another wall just
    a couple of meters or so within. Coming closer to get a better look, she realized
    that the wall was in the middle of an almost-room with space for people to walk
    around it.

    This is a pretty poor wall if it can't keep people— Oh. She turned the
    corner and stopped when the storefronts of Diagon Alley came back into view. Walking
    into Diagon proper, she turned around and sighed to herself. Okay, now I get it.
    The curve of the road made the gap obvious if you're on Komarsh, but from this side
    you can't see it so easily. If you were passing by not paying attention, you would
    never notice it.

    You know, now that I think about it, there is a lot here. Diagon, Knockturn,
    Komarsh, and then all the other roads that come off Komarsh? Lots of space, and it's
    all in the middle of London. You would think somebody
    at some point would notice that there was part of the city that no one can get
    to. I wonder how they hid it.

    Morgan chirped, just as lost as she was. Still, she could think of a few ways to
    check on that. The bookstore was obviously one option, but rather than sneak back in
    there she could always look around with her own two eyes. Moving her gaze up to a
    nearby rooftop, she hopped in place—

    —only for nothing to happen.

    Her eyes narrowed, and instinctively she looked all around herself as the hairs on
    the back of her neck stood up. Every time she had been unable to jump, it was related
    in some way to a spirit being nearby. She took in the walls, the other rooftops, even
    the windows. A full minute she spent carefully looking around, her back now pressed
    up against the external wall of one of the buildings to ensure nothing could sneak up
    on her. Nothing; that was what she found. Not a single sign of a single spirit, and
    that just pushed her to double check everything all over again.

    Maybe there really isn't anything here, she thought to Morgan after her
    extensive double-check. He seemed unworried, which put her nerves at ease a little.
    de Rais's castle had strange chains wrapped around it, and we already considered
    that those might have been put there to keep the spirits from escaping and eating
    people. It's not impossible that something similar is at work here. Maybe to keep
    angry and dangerous spirits from coming in? We
    already know that teleportation requires going into that weird spirit world, so if
    there is a spell to just put a solid wall there, that would explain everything. It
    keeps wizards from jumping, too, but they might think being forced to use fire-travel
    a small price to pay in exchange for the promise of safety.

    Thankfully for me, there are other ways to check out the outside of this
    place.

    During her explorations the day before, she had come across an exit out of Diagon
    Alley, and it was actually near where she stood now. She needed a minute or two to
    find it again, but stepping out through the brick archway she found herself in a far
    less impressive little courtyard filled with accumulated trash and a single trash
    can. There was only one door leading out of the courtyard and in turn going into
    another building, so with nowhere else to go she pulled it open and stepped
    inside.

    After her eyes adjusted to the light, she found herself grinning and shaking her
    head. Is this going to be a common thing, she wondered as she looked around
    at the tables and the bar and the variety of wizard patrons. First Stuttgart, now
    here. Is there a wizard rule that says shopping centers have to be connected to pubs
    of some kind?

    Hazel double-checked that her smoke was still in place before navigating through
    the crowds of people stuffed into the pub and enjoying their breakfasts. The door on
    the other side of the room was readily apparent, and she ignored the ring of the bell
    as she slipped through and closed it behind her. The door had led her to an entirely
    different street, one that clearly belonged to normal people, and she lingered in the
    bubble of calm that existed in a shallow arc that stretched from one side of the
    building to the other. Around her people edged slightly closer to the street,
    seemingly unaware that they were even doing it or that they were avoiding coming
    close to the door of this building. A similar effect to her smoke, she wondered, just
    anchored to a location or the door rather than a person? Could she learn to do the
    same? It was something worth looking into later, but for now she had other questions
    to answer.

    Most of the buildings nearby were too tall for her to see their roofs clearly, but
    a little bit down the street was one that did not share that trait. She jumped up and
    landed on their rooftop, wiggling a bit afterwards to shake off the crushing feeling.
    She much much much preferred her new and improved method, but sadly
    part of her experimentation in Greece had proven that her original method of jumping
    was not only faster – which admittedly was only of concern if she was trying to run
    away from something – but that it also worked better getting her to places that were
    in her line of sight. Trying to jump through a widened tunnel when she could
    physically see the other end tended instead to either bring out the mist without her
    actually going anywhere or to leave her disoriented and sometimes physically turned
    around at her desired destination.

    Obviously the latter was not what she wanted when she was teleporting on top of
    buildings, so the too-tight version it was.

    From her new vantage point, it was easy to jump once more to the peaked roof of
    the apparently-named Leaky Cauldron pub. She climbed up and over to the back side,
    her excitement climbing as she thought about the bird's eye view she was about to
    have.

    Except there was no Diagon or Komarsh Alley in view. She could only stare in
    confusion as she saw another building pressed flat against the rear of the pub, not
    even leaving any space for the courtyard she had exited. Beyond that was just another
    mundane street.

    This is so weird, she told her friend as she
    reached up to stroke his breast feathers. Where is it?

    He twittered but had nothing of value to add, and so she carefully plopped herself
    down on the peak of the roof. How in the world had the wizards accomplished
    this? A portal, maybe, taking people from the pub to the real
    shopping district? But to what purpose? If she was in charge of planning this, she
    would not try to hide a portal within a physical building; all they needed to do was
    have the portal freestanding with that ignore-me effect that was on the pub already.
    At most, if such a portal absolutely had to be inside a building, just have a simple
    little shack. Or copy what the French did and do away with the portal entirely, have
    everybody jump or fire-travel in.

    Then again, maybe they were emulating the Germans? In Stuttgart, she also had to
    go through a building to get to their shopping center, albeit on the second floor of
    said building.

    Or… She wanted to immediately quash the other possibility that came to mind
    because there was no way anyone could or would do something like this, but she let
    herself finish the thought. Or there was no portal, and everything was
    within the pub. Could the streets she had just walked be like her
    satchel writ large, an entire portion of a city stuffed into a space impossibly
    larger on the inside than on the outside? It seemed hard to believe that a… a
    dimensional pocket could fit so many buildings and people within
    itself, and it only raised more questions. How was the sky there? How would it have
    rained the day before?!

    …Was there a forest or something inside her own satchel? Because if she were being
    honest with herself, that would be amazing and she would not want to leave.

    Deciding better to know for sure, Hazel pulled off her bag, flipped open the flap,
    and shoved her arms as deep in as they could go. Her bag went up to her shoulders
    without issue. Shrugging, she tried to push her head in next, but while all the stuff
    inside had shifted around her arms, her face immediately smooshed against clothes and
    books and all sorts of other things she had decided to carry with her. No amount of
    wiggling could get past, leaving her no other option but to pull herself back
    out.

    No luck there, Morgan. Is it because I didn't cast a spell on my bag but used
    the Making? Or is there a more advanced method I could use to do that if I knew
    how? She plopped back down on the roof and twisted the flap of her bag in her
    hands. Or maybe this is part of the difference between druid magic and wizard
    magic? It certainly lent credence to the idea that her mother could have learned
    both styles of magic, hopefully intentionally.

    Morgan snuggled into her neck, and the reason for his sudden burst of cuddliness
    quickly became clear when yet another owl swooped down and landed on the roof of the
    pub. Not the same one as last time, thankfully; she doubted that particular owl would
    have forgiven her so quickly. This one still snapped its beak towards her
    impatiently, however, so she untied the letter and watched it immediately take flight
    away from her. Seeing the familiar green ink on the front bearing her name, she shook
    her head as she tore the envelope open. Did Hogwarts not have any friendly owls they
    could send her way?

    Ms. Potter,

    I must admit that your letter caught me by surprise, not to mention gave me
    some degree of pause. If it is agreeable, I would like to meet with you in person to
    address your concerns about why you feel that you would not be a good fit for
    Hogwarts. A wide variety of students have passed through these hallowed halls, and I
    have no doubts that at least one of them had concerns similar to those you
    feel.

    As you seem to have some familiarity with Diagon Alley if the owl who
    delivered your letter was any indication, I would be happy to meet with you inside
    the Leaky Cauldron. I will be there at 9 in the morning in two days' time. Please
    reach out to me again should that not be possible so we can find another place or
    time.

    I look forward to speaking with you.

    Sincerely,

    Minerva McGonagall
Deputy Headmistress

    Morgan chirped in her ear, and she nodded in agreement. Yeah, this is going to
    be interesting, all right.

    

    Never trust ideas that come to you at way-too-early-o'clock. Especially
    when they stick around and refuse to be thrown out. And in case you were wondering,
    that optical illusion wall between Diagon and Komarsh is SHAMELESSLY stolen from
    Universal Studios Florida.

    Happy early Thanksgiving to all my fellow Americans out
    there!

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    29. First Contact
  

  
    Mernom: Borgin and Burke's was the first shop Hazel looked in
    because it was the closest to the dead-end where she spent the night. Of course, from
    what I remember it is actually fairly close to the junction between Diagon and
    Knockturn anyway. Didn't really take long for Hagrid to get Harry from B&B's to
    Diagon proper, after all.

    kgfinkel, Gremlin Jack: I can't just show Hazel sending a letter
    to McGonagall and then have them meet in the next chapter! Not only do the owls need
    time to travel to Scotland and back, there is also the narrative flow to consider.
    Hazel doesn't really comprehend the impact her status as GWL has in Wizarding
    Britain, so when she wrote the letter to McGonagall, she considered the matter over
    and had no reason to wait for a reply. I can convey both of those by putting a
    chapter between the first letter and the meeting while Hazel is off doing other
    things.

    sappy3: There were only two shops on Knockturn that struck Hazel
    as being malicious in nature. There were a few other stores, but honestly deeper down
    Knockturn it was just houses or at least buildings without obvious signage. As for
    the lack of people, Hazel gets to ignore the occasional person or group of people
    when she is wrapped up in her ignore-me smoke. Ignores them narratively, that is.

    Dadycoool: There are a couple of reasons (universally speaking)
    that our relevant Harry-analogues seem to be forced to go to Hogwarts. Part of it,
    the entirely OOC part, is that there is so much of the story that is tied up in
    Hogwarts that it feels kind of like a waste NOT to go there. Then there is the
    combined IC/OOC elements of wanting to see the culture clash between the
    new-for-the-story way and the original canon way of doing things. Finally the fully
    in-character reasons, that the characters in power WILL absolutely force the issue if
    pushed.

    BUT! Long, long ago, I said I had three reasons for making Hazel mute. Now I can
    finally reveal the third and last reason, which is one of the same reasons I had her
    make a staff for herself: it is a hard block to keep this story from turning into yet
    another "Harry/femHarry in Hogwarts with a couple extra parlor tricks". She'll have
    to keep learning and exploring in new and unusual ways because I intentionally made
    it impossible for her to just pick up wizarding magic.

    TekoloKuatli: A second familiar? But don't you remember that real
    wizards and witches only ever have one at a time? SURELY I wouldn't go about giving
    the baby druid yet more animal friends…

    

    Chapter 29
First Contact

    Hazel wriggled deeper into an overstuffed armchair in the corner of the Leaky
    Cauldron pub as she watched the clock. Watched the clock and munched happily on the
    breakfast she was sharing with Morgan, that was. She had only a few pound notes, but
    even though she had watched the wizards pay for things with silver and in one notable
    instance gold coins, the wrinkled and bald bartender had – after a brief explanation
    – been willing to take her normal money instead. Apparently the big white building
    she had noticed at the end of Diagon Alley was a bank run by goblins of all things,
    and part of their business was exchanging British money for wizard coins. Most shops
    would not accept British notes directly, but the bartender Tom had more experience
    with Moldus – Muggles, she needed to get that change of terminology
    straight in her head – than the average wizard and so was used to handling both kinds
    of currency.

    It meant that for the first time in literally a year, she was eating food she had
    paid for instead of stealing or receiving by dint of being a guest
    in someone else's home. She would not be able to do that for more than one or two
    good meals based on how many notes she had left, but it was nice change of pace.

    The clock above the mantle chimed nine o'clock, and the fire flared green. When it
    died down, a woman stepped out of the fireplace and stood straight. She was
    middle-aged or thereabouts, the first hints of crow's feet visible at the corners of
    her eyes yet somehow doing little to soften her stern features. Her hair was long and
    dark, similar in color to Hazel's own, but most of it was hidden under a tall,
    pointed witch's hat. Her robes were thick, dark green, and layered. The layering
    proved important when the woman removed the outermost robe and made it disappear from
    sight with an almost negligent flick of her wand.

    A flick that was not accompanied with any spoken words. The sight
    made Hazel's eyes narrow thoughtfully. That was… interesting.

    "Where would she be?" The witch thought as her eyes swept over the room.
    Hazel's gaze met her own, and those blue eyes blinked in surprise. "What in the
    world is she wearing? Miss Potter, I presume?" Hazel gave her a nod, and finally
    a small smile peeked through the woman's thin lips. "Good morning, and an early happy
    birthday. I am Minerva McGonagall, deputy headmistress and Transfiguration professor
    at Hogwarts. It is a pleasure to meet you."

    A wave of her fingers was Hazel's response, part of her thoughts caught up in
    surprise. It was the thirtieth of July today, wasn't it? She
    honestly had not been keeping track.

    "A quiet one, I see. That is a surprise. May I sit?" Professor McGonagall
    asked even as she pulled out the other chair sitting at the small table Hazel had
    commandeered for her plate of scones and cream. "The same for her appearance. I
    honestly expected her to look more like Lily. Her eyes do, and her hair looks too
    much like James's for a young lady, but the rest of her? Her face is thinner than
    either of theirs were at her age, and how did her features get so sharp at eleven
    years old? I hope they soften as she gets older, for her own sake. If I was not
    planning on seeing her here, I might not have recognized her at all.

    "Your letter caught me by surprise, Miss Potter," she continued, unaware of the
    wounds her thoughts were tearing in Hazel's chest. That was… not what she expected to
    hear this morning. "It is extremely rare that young witches decline an acceptance
    letter, most of them coming from the most backwards of families who would rather
    homeschool them in the duties of a wife and mother rather than giving them a proper
    education. You might not realize this, but Hogwarts is the premier school of
    magic in Great Britain, and one of if not the greatest magical school in the world.
    We only take the most capable of young wizards and witches, and when they graduate
    our students are without fail the ones who rise to the highest positions in our
    society. There is no school in this country that could give you a future as bright as
    Hogwarts can."

    The barrage of words, delivered almost as if by rote, washed over her leaving
    little time to take them in, let alone respond. Seeing her overwhelmed expression,
    Professor McGonagall's smile turned fixed and stiff. "Right, she is just a child.
    She would not care about the same things as the Muggle parents I've been visiting all
    summer. Not to mention, it is at Hogwarts that you will undoubtedly find the
    closest friends you will ever have. You will be surrounded by other children your own
    age, each with the same gift you have."

    Part of Hazel wanted to huff and roll her eyes at that. Unless there were other
    druids in Hogwarts, that was something she doubted. The thought almost caused her to
    miss Professor McGonagall's next words. "It was her Muggle aunt and uncle we left
    her with, wasn't it? I think so. She had no doubt never met another witch or wizard
    until they brought her here."

    Hazel's eyes fixated themselves on McGonagall's own, and her hands gripped her
    knees tightly. This woman had done what?

    For years, years, she had been stuck with her aunt and uncle in a
    house where she was hated and feared and thought of as a burden they wanted nothing
    to do with. She had wondered that entire time why she was stuck with them instead of
    being taken in by her parents' friends. That confusion had only increased when she
    learned that both her parents were part of the wizards' world, a world that wanted
    nothing at all to do with the mundane population. And this woman had been the one to
    leave her with her aunt and uncle?!

    Except not just her, not based on her thoughts. We left her; that
    was what she had thought.

    The professor immediately noticed her renewed focus, but it was obvious that the
    woman had also mistaken the reason considering the smile she now gave Hazel was
    filled with renewed warmth. "I met my own best friends when I was a student. I grew
    up with no other magical friends, much like yourself, so being with other
    people who were just like me? It was wonderful, and those friendships have only
    continued and grown stronger even after we graduated. There is nothing else like
    it.

    "Are you all right, Miss Potter?" McGonagall asked after almost a minute without a
    response.

    Hazel took a deep breath and pushed her shock and her disbelief and her
    anger to the side for the moment. That was something she would need
    to unpack, but later, not now. Dealing with the Dursleys in anger had never gotten
    her anywhere. The same could be said for her interactions with humans in general,
    honestly. 'We still have a problem,' she finally wrote.

    "That is an impressive trick, Miss Potter," McGonagall said, her voice for some
    unknowable reason holding what sounded almost like pride. On what
    grounds did she have any right to be proud of what Hazel had accomplished? "But I
    don't see what you mean. What problem are you talking about?"

    Eschewing words for this, she decided she had a better demonstration. She lifted
    her head enough that she could clearly lay two fingers on the puckered scar than ran
    across her throat, then she pointed at her mouth before shaking her head. Confusion
    was rampant in McGonagall's expression and thoughts, so with her hand still shaking
    with repressed emotion she wrote her point as plainly and bluntly as she could.
    'I'm mute.'

    "Mute?!" McGonagall exclaimed only to immediately look around. No one was
    obviously reacting to her own yelp, but nonetheless she pulled out her wand again and
    waved it in a complicated motion while muttering under her breath. "There, that
    should ensure we have privacy. I probably should have done this before we started
    talking at all, but how was I to know this?!
    I apologize for my reaction, Miss Potter, but you have me at a disadvantage. I need
    to know, how long have you been unable to speak?"

    'For as long as I can remember.'

    The woman's lips thinned even more than had been before. "How is that
    possible? Surely someone would have noticed that. Did it happen after we gave her to
    her relatives? But she pointed at the scar You-Know-Who left, so is this still all
    caused by the curse? If so… I would need to ask Poppy, but wounds left by dark magic
    are supposed to be all but impossible to heal. I understand your concerns now.
    I don't know if we've ever taught a mute student, even."

    Hazel just nodded before adding, 'Mr. Ollivander told me if I can't say the
    words, learning wizard magic will be impossible. There is no point in me going to a
    school where I can't learn anything.'

    "Oh Merlin, I can already imagine Albus's reaction to
    that. Fudge's, too. The Prophet would have a
    field day, probably the only people who would enjoy it." Her expression froze.
    "No, not the only ones. It is going to get out that she is mute eventually, of
    that there is no doubt, and when it does? How many Death Eaters who bribed their way
    out of prison would choose to try their luck with a little girl who doesn't know any
    magic and can't even cry for help? She needs to be within Hogwarts's walls for her
    own safety if nothing else.

    "I would not go so far as to say impossible," she finally said
    out loud. "Not theoretically, at least. Children learn spells with
    incantations first, as I am sure he told you, but they are not strictly speaking
    necessary. Any spell can be learned and cast without saying a single thing. In fact,
    in the last two years students have to learn to do just that. Few have the dedication
    to learn most of their spells nonverbally, but that is not the same as saying that
    they cannot do so. In fact, for all I know it might just be that most of them do
    not have the motivation to do so. This girl is a very different story.

    "So impossible? No. It will certainly be more difficult, but if
    you are willing to put in the work, I am sure you can achieve it. I would expect
    nothing less from the daughter of James and Lily Potter."

    'And all the books that say that spells can't be cast without magic
    words?' she asked. She already knew that those books were wrong, or at least
    only accurate when it came to wizard spells, but she could not help but wonder what
    the professor would say to this and if she had come to the same conclusion Hazel had.
    No matter how much the revelation from earlier still rankled.

    "All the books? What has she been reading? I do not
    recall there being that much extra magical theory in Beginner's Transfiguration or
    the Standard Book of Spells, but I suppose if she has just been devouring her
    textbooks… There is no difference between an incantation that is spoken versus
    one that is thought," McGonagall said in a confident voice.

    Leaning back in her chair, Hazel closed her eyes to think. McGonagall's thoughts
    held no lie. She had ulterior motives, of course, but they were not enough to cause
    the woman to speak falsely. She truly believed that Hazel's inability to speak would
    not be an unconquerable hurdle to learning wizard magic the way Mr. Ollivander
    assumed. Just as he was an expert in his field, did McGonagall know better about the
    teaching of magic than he did? Would she and her fellow professors be able to think
    of strategies that she could use to work around her limitations?

    Knowing McGonagall's past actions was a strike against her, but… It was not as if
    she had any evidence that any of the other teachers were involved. All she knew for
    sure right this moment was that there was one member of staff she would find it
    extremely difficult or even impossible to trust fully. It was not necessarily a black
    mark against everyone, though, and how could she ask people to see
    her for herself if she was unwilling to give them the same courtesy in return?

    Although the possibility that a dead man's followers would hold a grudge against
    her ten years later was something she would have to think about later because just
    why?

    Not to mention, she had spent the last two days worried that she would only ever
    be half the sorceress her mother was. Did she not owe her mother's memory at least an
    attempt to add wizard magic to her repertoire? That she did not carry a wand – could
    not and would not, if Mr. Ollivander's statements about her staff
    were true – was sure to be a hurdle, but that was not something she was going to
    address with McGonagall now. Not while his shop was just down the street. She had
    experienced what teachers and other grown-ups could be like when they did not like
    the way she did things, how they would do whatever they thought was best without
    figuring out why she did what she did. She also knew that it therefore be far better
    for her to keep her wand issues a secret until it was a major inconvenience for any
    of them to try 'fixing' the problem.

    Besides, she had already adapted wizard magic into a spell she was capable of; the
    fire-writing spell she was using to talk to McGonagall right now was the prime
    example of that. How many other spells could she develop with an example in front of
    her face and someone to ask questions of? Not only that, there was the other side of
    her heritage, the druidic heritage she had so far found no information about despite
    spending almost the entirety of the day before in the bookstore. If she could finally
    learn more about them and their way of working magic…

    Her eyes opened, and fingers that had found her friend's breast feathers of their
    own accord rose to write what might just be the most important question of this
    entire conversation. 'Does your school have a good library?'

    McGonagall gave her a smile that somehow seemed almost resigned. "I am going
    to lose her to Filius, aren't I? Our library is the largest in Britain. There is
    no subject you can think of that is not covered."

    I will hold you to that. 'Very well. In that case, I would like to accept your
    offer to go to your school.' McGonagall's smile became more honest. 'How do
    I get there? And when?'

    "The school term starts on September first. All students travel to the school from
    King's Cross Station here in London, specifically from Platform 9¾."

    She blinked. 'Platform what?'

    "Yes, you heard correctly. I am glad I thought to grab the ticket. Normally we
    don't have to worry about non-Muggleborns not knowing this, but she is an exception
    to many rules." McGonagall reached into her robes and pulled out a pale blue
    ticket that was absolutely covered in glittering gold ink. "This ticket serves no
    purpose on the train itself, but when you enter King's Cross the ink will start to
    glow. That glow will get brighter and brighter the closer you get to the entrance to
    the platform. It is hidden behind the illusion of a brick wall, and both the entrance
    and the ticket are charmed so that Muggles will not notice anything abnormal about
    them. When you get to the entrance, you just need to walk through the illusion, and
    you'll find yourself on the platform.

    "Now, I do not have a copy of the list we mailed to you on me, but if you still
    have it, I can accompany you while we go shopping for your supplies. Thankfully I
    have no more Muggleborn meetings I need to worry about, and a couple of hours should
    not cut into my preparation time too
    much."

    'That will not be necessary,' Hazel immediately wrote. She could already
    see two major issues with having the professor walk around with her. First and most
    obviously, she had no wizard money. Nobody needed to know that she would rely on
    theft to get her supplies, especially not someone who would be in a
    position of authority over her for seven years. The teachers at Little Whinging had
    made the consequences of authority figures knowing about even
    potential misdeeds exceedingly clear.

    Second, McGonagall had placed her with the Dursleys and appeared to still believe
    that she lived with them. There was absolutely no reason to disabuse the witch of
    that notion. That part of her life was one she was more than willing to leave in the
    past where it belonged.

    McGonagall did not look convinced, so she continued spinning a believable story.
    'I have always preferred to go shopping on my own when I can. It lets me browse
    at my own pace. Besides, I am sure you have stuff that would be a better use of your
    time than follow me around from store to store.'

    "She is not wrong. If you are sure…?" Hazel nodded several times. "Very
    well, then. If you find yourself unable to locate something or have any further
    questions later on, you know how to reach me by owl. Otherwise, it was a pleasure to
    make your acquaintance, and I look forward to seeing you in September."

    Hazel kept a pleasant smile on her face and waved goodbye until McGonagall
    disappeared in the same flames that had produced her, and then the expression fell
    away as if it had never been. She flopped back into the armchair and glared at the
    remaining scones, her appetite forgotten. Well. I don't know what I was
    expecting, but that wasn't it.

    Morgan chirped at her comfortingly.

    She shrugged. It is what it is, I suppose. Now we need to worry about what
    we're going to do about school supplies. You know I don't like stealing any more than
    I have to.

    Pulling out the list that had come bundled together with her acceptance letter,
    she stared at it for a couple of minutes before retrieving a pen from her satchel as
    well and started making changes. How's this look? she eventually asked,
    showing her work to him. I really only need one set of robes, not three, since I
    can clean them up just like I do the rest of my clothes. The hat can go, too. It
    sounds like it is just for appearance, so if they really want me to look like I'm
    wearing a hat I can just use my illusion spell the same way I did when I went to the
    Convocation. Surely a cloak doesn't need real silver
    of all things for fastenings, so I can take something cheaper and make it look
    right with illusions again if I have to. I should be able to find the telescope and
    scales and maybe some glass phials in one of those secondhand shops I saw either on
    Diagon or Knockturn. Plus we already know the wand is a wash.

    Unfortunately, while it helps, it doesn't solve the problem, does it?
    Morgan sang her a confused song. I'm reducing what I need, but I still need some
    stuff. Plus there's this standard size 2 pewter cauldron and basic ingredient kit I
    need for the potions class, and I have no clue whether the ingredients I already have
    are part of this basic kit they want me to bring or how big size 2 even is. I'll need
    to ask questions of the shopkeeper, which means I need to buy them outright, which
    means I need to steal money.

    She sighed. For some reason, stealing money always felt worse than stealing the
    actual items she needed. Was it because when she stole objects she could more easily
    convince herself that she was taking only what she needed and not a single bit more?
    Or because it was more direct, so it felt more like a decision that immediately
    impacted her life and survival? Regardless, that was not an option here, and that
    meant that regret and recriminations were only delaying the inevitable.

    Morgan pecked gently at her cheek, and when she looked at him he fluttered down to
    the table where the list still lay. The reason for his concern was obvious, and this
    at least put a smile on her face. I saw the pet restriction, too, and you know
    what? They can deal with it. You're not an owl, but I don't care. McGonagall saw you,
    too, and she didn't say anything about it either. He did not appear fully
    convinced, so she had little choice but to pick him up and cuddle him. It was no
    hardship, either, of course. Don't worry, Morgan. I'm not replacing you with some
    smelly, haughty owl.

    He tilted his head this way and that before finally chirping and fluffing himself
    up happily. She moved him back to his customary spot on his shoulder before looking
    over her half-eaten meal once again. The cream would not keep, but the scones
    themselves she could resume eating later. Shoving them into her satchel, she returned
    the now-empty plate and the remaining cream to Tom the bartender and wandered back
    out into Diagon Alley.

    We need to pick the right target, she told Morgan. I don't want to
    steal from somebody who really needs the money. Better we take from somebody who
    already has a lot. They won't miss it as much. She leaned against a wall,
    wrapped securely in her ignore-me smoke, and settled in to wait. She had time, and
    eventually the perfect mark would come through. She just needed to be patient.

    One hour passed. Then two. At almost the four-hour mark, interrupted only by a
    need to visit the lavatory, interest finally sparkled in her eyes. There was a small
    crowd forming at the entrance to the street, almost entirely women and mostly in
    their middling ages. In fact, they were almost mobbing whoever it was in the middle
    of the group. Pushing herself away from the wall, Hazel peered closer. It was a
    single man, obviously a celebrity of some kind and just as obviously not hurting for
    money. The bold purple robes and the hot pink inlays both contrasted horribly with
    his pale blond hair, but he did not seem to mind as he shot all the women a
    glittering smile.

    He was just soaking up the attention, which suited her just fine. It meant she
    would have an easier time taking the bulging moneybag hanging from his belt in full
    view of everybody.

    A spectral hand formed at his waist level, and Hazel shook her head as she
    directed her ghost hand to pull on the strings of the money purse. He really should
    take more precautions with his money, particularly if he was going to have it out in
    the open for everybody to see and try to take. The knot came loose, and her hand
    grabbed the bag and lowered it almost to the ground before weaving through the legs
    of the women still surrounding the wizard to bring it to her. The hand lifted the bag
    into her waiting satchel and vanished, and then she too made herself scarce.

    Only once she was out of sight of the man did she pull it back out and examine it.
    The bag itself was an eye-searing yellow, and blue thread wove an extraordinarily
    complicated pattern on one side that only after a full minute of examination revealed
    itself to be a pair of monogrammed initials. Forget security. This G.L. person
    needs to have someone explain color coordination to him. But not me. I have the money
    I need, honestly way more than I need. We won't
    need to worry about stealing money again for a while, that's for sure.

    But first, the apothecary! We have school supplies to buy.

    

    Hazel crouched next to her heavy copper bowl, stirring carefully with a long
    wooden spoon. This was the same bowl the werewolves of Compiègne had given her as a
    going-away present, the kind they and she used to brew potions when needed as well as
    the occasional stew. She was not sure how the pewter cauldron she needed for school
    was supposed to be any better, but since she likely would not need the pot for a
    while, she had another use for it she could fulfill tonight.

    Living in Little Whinging for so long had taught her the difficulties with being
    mute in a school setting, namely that it took her much longer to write out what she
    wanted to say in response to a question or to ask something of a teacher before they
    moved on to whatever else they were going to say. She needed a solution to that
    problem, and if her plan went, well, according to plan, she would have one. It would
    obviously do her no good if said teacher simply did not want to
    communicate with her, which had also been the case more often than not when she
    previously went to school, but she could not start Hogwarts with that kind of
    assumption in mind.

    Yes, so far wizards had been little different in their attitudes and behaviors
    than normal humans, but she had to give them the benefit of the doubt. And if they
    did treat her no better than the staff and Little Whinging had, that
    was what the library was for.

    Her fire-writing was a little faster than writing with a pen on paper, but she had
    not developed that spell with speed in mind. It was more a matter of convenience,
    taking writing materials out of the picture. Now that speed was something she was
    interested in, she had realized a flaw in her previous spell: she could only write as
    quickly and as legibly as her finger could move. It was a limit she was unsure how to
    overcome with her spell as it currently existed.

    Instead, she was going to try something else. Elfriede had mentioned that some
    hags could use the Making to create objects with special abilities, and being a druid
    seemed to come with that talent by default. Her eyes landed on a fist-sized wooden
    sphere sitting on the floor of the empty and thoroughly abandoned hostel, the latest
    and – until tonight, at least – greatest example of said talent. Someone could at
    first glance would be forgiven for thinking it was nothing more than a simple and
    somewhat crudely carved shape, at least while it was off, but not now that ethereal
    red flames flickered around it and gave off a similar amount of light as the campfire
    she had used to harden and carve it in the first place. Portable light with no need
    to provide it fuel, shedding more light in a larger area than her electric torch, and
    being totally safe to hold in her bare hands as well? This had been a boon as soon as
    she made it during her trek to Greece.

    And yet, she expected her current project to eclipse even that.

    In the light of the campfire sphere, she tilted the bowl to check on the flour and
    water she was mixing into a paste. The Making relied on creating things with her own
    hands, and as such she had reluctantly had to lean harder into the arts and crafts
    she had never enjoyed or been good at while she was in primary school. Papier-mâché
    was something she remembered how to do, though, and after nicking a couple of things
    from a nearby rubbish bin on Komarsh Alley she was ready to try this experiment.

    Because it was definitely going to be an experiment. It would be the second time
    she created an active artifact like the hags' Crafters did, and her last one was
    still based on something she had already seen, namely the quartz lamps she had helped
    Hedwig refill. This, though? It was something entirely new in that it was meant to
    improve and empower her fire-writing spell.

    Judging the paste was at more or less the proper thickness, maybe just a little on
    the thin side, she picked up the bag at her side and shook it to loosen the sand-like
    ashes within. There was still the ever-so-slight touch of magic on these ashes that
    she had saved when she and Hedwig did the aforementioned refilling, and that was one
    of two outside bits of magic she wanted to go into her newest tool. She opened the
    bag and slowly poured the ashes in bit by bit, mixing to make sure they were both
    fully incorporated as well as that they did not make the paste too thick. When half
    of the ashes were gone and the glue was fully black, she nodded her head. That should
    be enough.

    Now Hazel's eyes turned towards the pair of magical newspapers she had liberated
    from the rubbish and carefully cut into strips prior to mixing the paste. They were
    very obviously magical considering the people in the photographs and the text of the
    various advertisements contained throughout all moved of their own accord, which was
    actually exactly what she wanted. That element of change would hopefully make it
    easier to rewrite what the words of her fire-writing said into something else
    entirely if need be. Or if she just wanted to write out something particularly
    long.

    As for why she needed two copies of the paper? It was the same reason she made so
    much glue. If the campfire sphere had taught her anything, it was that this was going
    to take time and likely several attempts. Steeling herself to start and almost
    certainly fail on the first such attempt, she picked up one of the strips of paper
    and dunked it into the pot of blackened paste.

    Somehow, she had forgotten how complicated papier-mâché was in the years since she
    did it in school. It seemed like the paper strips were far more interested in
    twisting around and sticking to themselves, and trying to tug them apart again just
    made it that much more more likely that the pieces would tear. As the minutes ticked
    up into an hour and beyond Hazel all too soon surrounded herself with tiny piles of
    useless and unfixable newspaper scraps. The only benefit, legitimately the only
    single one, that she could see from all this waste was that it was taking her longer
    to add to her piles; she was getting a little better bit by bit at working with the
    paper from all the practice she was forcing upon herself.

    That little bit of practice was not enough to push away the lingering and growing
    doubts swimming around in her mind, however. Maybe the vision in her head and the
    plan she had come up with to achieve it was just not feasible? In hindsight, what she
    planned to do was far more complicated than she thought it was going to be. Was there
    a different way to do this, one that would be easier to make? She wiped yet more goo
    off her hands onto a ratty tea towel before washing all that away into nothingness
    with her cleaning spell. A glance inside the pot showed she was almost out of glue,
    and she cast a worried glance at the remaining ash still in the bag.

    She would finish off what she had, she decided. If she still had not finished it
    by the time she was out of glue, she would rethink her strategy. And practice, but
    with regular homemade glue this time. The thought to do that had crossed her mind
    before she started, honestly, but she had held off making things out of papier-mâché
    before starting on the real deal for two big reasons. First, thus far she had made
    her satchel, her knife, and her campfire sphere, and each time she had set out to
    make them she had managed it in the end without needing to stop and rethink it and
    start over from scratch. Her spells, yes; she had needed to go back to the drawing
    board a couple of times, with her star dart being the best example. But not with the
    Making. In some way, stepping backwards instead of pressing on felt almost like
    admitting defeat. That maybe she didn't have the talent with the Making that she
    wanted to have.

    Second, one of the things Elfriede and Hedwig had told her during her stay with
    them was that the Making was an expression of will and purpose. In order to create
    magical items she had to want to make them, to hold them in her
    hands, and practicing until she could make a nonmagical copy in her sleep ran the
    risk of dulling that will. In fact, from the way they described the process it was
    not uncommon for dedicated Crafters to intentionally work with limited materials so
    as to put pressure on themselves to enhance their will. She had posed a hypothetical
    question to them about what would happen if hags had infinite resources at hand, and
    while they did not know for sure they suspected the power of the Making would
    actually be diminished because now there were no consequences to failing.

    Perhaps her worry really was spurring her on, she considered as she continued
    working. The thin round shape she was working on was coming together more easily the
    less glue there was in the pot, almost as if it had decided to stop fighting her so
    much and start helping her instead. By the time she swiped a square of paper through
    the last dregs of glue, her vision, her goal, had finally come together.

    Hazel carefully removed the thin black circle from around her left index finger
    and ever so delicately wrapped the last bit of newspaper around the rest of the ring
    she had put together. There. It was done.

    Cleaning her hands one last time, she carried all the trash paper over to the
    fireplace, which she had previously filled with other bits of refuse. After dropping
    the wasted paper around the scrap wood and other newspapers that were too dirty or
    torn for her to use in her papier-mâché, she snapped her fingers and flicked the
    sparks that motion and her magic created to the various debris. A couple of more
    snaps and some gentle blowing later, and her little fire was burning merrily. She set
    the ring on the hearth to dry before returning for the pot. She then picked up her
    campfire sphere as well and gave it a small squeeze, which caused the ethereal flames
    to recede back into their wooden cage.

    A plop onto the ground, and she stashed the orb into her satchel before starting
    to wipe out the remaining goop in the pot. It was, she had learned during her
    travels, actually easier to clean the pot out bit by bit and magically clean the
    towel than to try emptying an entire pot of gunk. Which might explain why the tenants
    on Knockturn Alley hadn't cleaned up their homes with magic, now that she thought
    about it.

    Still, that was not what she should be focused on! Her ring was finished. If it
    worked like she wanted, which she could only hope was the case until it dried and she
    could test it out, she would be able to use her sparkler spell to write out entire
    sentences at once. Maybe she could change it after she wrote it, which would be nice,
    but having to rewrite things entirely would not be the worst thing that could happen.
    Whether or not she could change what was already written, it would still improve her
    ability to communicate to a degree she never would have imagined back when she was
    still living with her aunt and uncle.

    And hopefully she could continue to find people who cared about what she said.
    That part, sadly, was still something very much up in the air.

    

    As far as first impressions go, I have to say McGonagall
    KILLED it. Just not in the way she wanted to. Also
    as a general reminder before people decide to try jumping down my throat, the
    description of McGonagall in book 1 portrayed a woman much younger than the venerable
    Dame Maggie Smith.

    Since I HIGHLY doubt I'll publish any more chapters until after the new
    year, an early Merry Christmas and Happy Holidays to everyone!

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    30. I'M NOT DEAD!
  

  
    THIS NOTE WILL BE KEPT IN PLACE SO AS NOT TO CAUSE ISSUES WITH THE REVIEW
    SYSTEM. PLEASE MOVE ALONG TO THE NEXT CHAPTER.

    Hey, guys. I know it's been a while since any of you heard from me. Typically I
    don't take this long between updates, so I just wanted to let you know that I'm still
    here and that this story has NOT been abandoned. RL is just keeping me insanely busy
    right now and not leaving much time to write anything. Hopefully the next chapter
    won't take long once I can actually start on it, and I'll get it up here as soon as I
    can.

    In the meantime, I hope everyone is having a good Valentine's Day!

  


  
    31. New Journeys
  

  
    RedKitsune2016: Of course James and Lily are still Hazel's
    parents! The reason McGonagall didn't think she looked much like her parents is
    partly that her clothing choices are very atypical for both the wizard and Muggle
    worlds and partly that her body structure is odd for a child in general. She has a
    very petite frame with sharply defined features instead of the baby face a lot of
    preteens still have. Sadly, there's an all-too-mundane reason for that: she has
    chronic malnutrition due to her wandering and scavenging, which causes her to have
    precious little body fat anywhere. It's not as bad as when she ran into the
    deli owner and was practically emaciated, but it's still not truly
    healthy.

    KEB: In my stories and how I read canon, Legilimency and
    Occlumency are exceedingly rare. For this story, it's because teaching them
    is illegal. After all, which is easier, everybody learning how to protect their minds
    or just making mind-reading against the law? That would also serve as an explanation
    for why Harry couldn't just learn Occlumency from a teacher who didn't hate him or
    one of the Aurors who work for the Order of the Phoenix; the number of living
    Occlumens Dumbledore knows besides himself can be counted on one hand. The Flamels
    are two of them and the reason he is capable of Occlumency and Legilimency in the
    first place.

    DeadFish37: Hazel doesn't need to ask McGonagall about a wand
    because she already knows she can't use one. Ollivander made that clear. I fleshed
    out the end of their conversation a couple of days after posting it, but the summary
    is that she is already preparing herself to adapt any wizard magic she wants to use
    into her own system.

    Blueowl: The people looking for Hazel earlier in the story
    were part of the DMLE, albeit not Aurors but other members of the
    department. They weren't looking for Hazel Potter specifically, though; they
    were chasing an underage witch who was Apparating around Muggles and had already been
    seen by at least one Muggle.

    ro7817227: Hazel is confused about why the Death Eaters would
    come after her because she doesn't understand why these people would care about her
    ten years after the fact. She can't comprehend the sheer fanaticism behind
    the blood purity and anti-Muggle philosophy and how that interacts with her status as
    the Girl-Who-Lived.

    Wyrd42: Oh, don't worry. I have IDEAS™ about the true nature of
    Dementors. I still like my portrayal of them as magitech monstrosities in Black
    Queen, but for this fic I'm going with something a little more in-theme.
    You'll even get a hint about it sometime this school year. XD

    "How come McGonagall didn't give Hazel her Gringotts key?": She
    doesn't know Hazel doesn't have it already. As far as she can assume, Hazel is in
    Diagon Alley because the Dursleys dropped her off to do her school shopping, so she
    must have access to some degree of money. Whether that is from the Dursleys caring
    for her needs or having access to her vault is honestly irrelevant. Dumbledore is the
    only person who knows he has her key, but since I want this to be a "good Dumbledore"
    fic, in the ten years since James and Lily's deaths he's simply forgotten that it's
    in his possession. Maybe he would have remembered if he needed to send Hagrid over to
    the Dursleys because none of the letters were going through, but here that didn't
    happen.

    The related question, namely why doesn't Hazel go to the bank to ask about her
    money? Three reasons. Number one, Harry in canon didn't think that his parents left
    him any money, so it's not impossible that Hazel hasn't thought too deeply about it
    either. Number two, in the case she did consider that, she's also cynical enough to
    assume the Dursleys spent all of her potential inheritance already. And number three…
    I just prefer the idea of her still scraping her way through making things with
    rubbish she collects and puts together herself rather than using wizard money to buy
    everything she wants or needs. It feels thematic. We'll see what the future holds on
    that front.

    

    Chapter 30
New Journeys

    Hazel crested a short hill and glanced down at the small hamlet that was now
    visible from her vantage point. This was the kind of middle-of-nowhere village that
    had dotted the English countryside for centuries and would continue doing so for
    possibly forever. A sleepy town that the rest of the world and time itself seemed to
    have forgotten. The kind of place where surely nothing of note ever happened.

    It was therefore both surprising and not so in the slightest to discover that the
    little town of Godric's Hollow was the birthplace and resting place of generations of
    wizards.

    Readjusting the rope on her satchel over her shoulder, she started her tired walk
    down the hill. Until just a couple of weeks ago, she had never heard of this place
    and had little to no reason to seek it out. That all changed when she was browsing
    the bookstores on Diagon and Knockturn Alley looking for useful reference material.
    The bulk of her worthy finds had in truth come from a few secondhand stores –
    including a dog-eared book about something called 'hedge magic' and as well as a
    ratty primer on divination from the late eighteenth century she was itching to sink
    her teeth into – but her digging also found easily a dozen books on the war that
    rocked the wizards' world from the late 1960s up until Halloween of '81. Considering
    her reputation among the wizards, she figured it was prudent to read up on just what
    had happened that led to that fateful night.

    Most of the books had been disturbing, not to mention frustrating. Part of that
    was because she still, even after so much reading, did not know the name of this
    terrifying wizard who was responsible for her own story; the bravest book of the lot
    labeled him one single time as 'the Dark Lord V—', but otherwise it was all
    'You-Know-Who' and 'He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named'. She was, however,
    starting to understand the source of the fear. The same book that was willing to give
    her his initial also discussed a spell they called the Taboo, a curse straight out of
    a horror novel where saying his name out loud either directly summoned his followers
    to the speaker or else 'only' allowed them to teleport to people who stood against
    them. It certainly put Mr. Ollivander's comment about his name inviting death to
    one's doorstep in a clearer light.

    The other source of her frustration was that none of the books said what happened
    after You-Know-Who's death. They talked about him murdering her
    parents and then somehow murdering himself when he tried to curse her, but if the
    books were to be believed, that was the end of it. He had led an army of all things;
    what happened to them?! All that was said was that wizards he placed under an
    incredibly powerful mind-control spell woke up and went back to their normal lives,
    but surely he could not have held all of his army in his thrall?

    She knew how difficult it was to control just one person, as she had discovered
    when she and Hedwig had been attacked by that grief-crazed wizard. And this
    You-Know-Who figure was meant to have done this to as many as several hundred people?
    All at once? The mysteries of magic were immense, but this seemed too big to be
    believable. At that point, if he wanted to become a king like some of the books
    claimed, why hadn't he just mind-controlled the government and forced them to name
    him king of the wizards? She was no expert in politics, but that sounded much more
    straightforward and would have taken a lot less time.

    Her brain later reminded her of McGonagall's words, about how she needed to be
    kept safe from the Death Eaters and the other people who followed him. She supposed
    that answered one question, that there were people who supported him in truth without
    coercion. She still did not understand why they would care that much about her now
    after a full decade, but clearly the professor believed they still existed and were
    out and about in the world.

    But even more important than how the so-called Blood War started and ended and the
    toll it took on the wizards' way of life was the information connected to her
    personally. More specifically, a couple of the books talked about how her parents had
    lived here during the war, how she herself had been born here. And, sadly, how her
    only true family was buried here in the days following that awful Halloween.

    She might not have set foot here since she was a toddler, but she knew it was long
    past time to pay her respects.

    At least we know we're in the right place, she confided to Morgan as they
    entered through the gates of the town. Her arm rose to point at the statue standing
    in the middle of the town square, one that depicted a man and a woman with a bundle
    of something in their arms. A bundle that, if her eyes were not deceiving her, just
    might have a tuft of hair coming out from the top. I wouldn't mind it if they had
    made me look the right age, though. It's a small thing, I know, but that statue makes
    me look like I was a newborn or something that night instead of a toddler. Plus, I
    have to wonder what everybody thought when they found out there would be a statue
    dedicated to a random family built in the middle of the town. The book had
    mentioned that Godric's Hollow was not one of Britain's rare all-wizard villages, but
    one where sorcerers lived in secret amongst their mundane neighbors. Surely somebody
    would have some questions about the need for a new statue.

    Shaking her head, she bypassed the memorial and stepped through the wide-open
    gates leading into the yard of the local church. She could already see the first row
    of headstones even from this angle, and wandering around the building she stepped
    fully into the graveyard behind.

    The cemetery was not especially large, so within half an hour she had found what
    she was looking for. A white headstone sat on the grassy ground, surrounded by others
    just like it. Nothing was special about it, nothing that drew attention beyond the
    words carved upon its surface.

    JAMES POTTER

    BORN 27 MARCH 1960

    LILY POTTER

    BORN 30 JANUARY 1960

    DIED 31 OCTOBER 1981

    The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death.

    Hazel slid down the length of her staff to sit on the ground before her parents'
    grave. It was hard to know what to think, what to say. She had imagined many times
    over the years how life would change if her parents had lived, whether that meant she
    never went to live with the Dursleys in the first place or they showed up on the
    doorstep one day to take her back with them. Sometimes her thoughts even went so far
    as to thinking about the what-ifs of them abandoning her for a sibling and regretting
    their choice later on; surely a family that ultimately decided they wanted her was
    better than one that feared and loathed her, wasn't it?

    Those dreams had fallen by the wayside as she got older and were ultimately
    abandoned entirely by the time she left to walk her own path, but now she could not
    help but reflect on them. Especially in light of the knowledge she now held about her
    parents' true natures and abilities.

    Hi, Mum. Hi, Dad, she finally thought in lieu of anything else profound
    to say. I'm sorry it's taken me this long to come visit you. I didn't know where
    you were buried until a couple of weeks ago, and I haven't really been anywhere near
    here I could jump to, so I had to make the trip entirely on foot. I… don't know what
    I'm supposed to tell you about my life, she admitted after a moment's pause.
    I don't know if some part of your spirits are here, if you can hear me, or if you
    would even care.

    I wonder what you would say if you could see me here and now, she
    continued as she stared at the headstone. You were both wizards, following their
    traditions and believing in what they believe. You weren't druids, no matter how much
    I hoped you at least were, Mum. The magic I wield isn't the same kind you do. Would
    you be proud of me and what I have achieved by my own merits? Disappointed that I
    can't follow in your footsteps? Ashamed that I'm a cripple the way the books I've
    read suggest so many of your people are? Would you support me in making my own way in
    the world, or would you stand against me and how I want to do things?

    I can't pretend to know what you were like when you were alive. These are all
    answers that I'll never know the answers to. But… She looked past the headstone
    toward nothing in particular, wrapped up for a moment in the tight feeling in her
    chest like a hand that had closed around her heart without her notice as she thought
    about might-have-beens. I guess if I can't know how you would think about me,
    there is no reason I shouldn't assume you would have been proud. Isn't that how
    parents are supposed to think about their kids? Proud of our accomplishments,
    supportive and loving even when we screw up?

    Even as a witch, I know you could do some magic without the need for a wand,
    so I expect you would be proud of me, she told her mother's name. Dad
    married you, and I doubt you went out of your way to hide your talents from him. That
    is probably the best evidence of how you would feel I am going to get unless I was
    able to bring your souls back from the dead. Which I'm not going to do! She
    shook her head. She had read stories about that kind of magic, and
    that was the sort of thing she did not want to get mixed up in.

    But even if I can't know how you feel for sure, even if I have to assume it, I
    want you both to know I still love you. I don't remember you, and I wish I was able
    to, but I'll carry you with me.

    Glancing over at the nearby graves, she frowned for a moment when she realized she
    had not brought any flowers to leave in remembrance. Then a thought came to her.
    Sure, she had not brought any, but… She pressed her fingertips into
    the cool soil in front of the stone and unleashed her magic. It was not green
    lightning that came forth as had happened so many times before, but that was no
    surprise. She was not healing anything now; she wanted to bring forth something
    new. Instead her spell came out of her hands in the form of
    shimmering green ribbons. The grass they drifted over perked up and deepened in color
    as new life flowed into it, and then with amazing speed fresh stalks shot up and
    bloomed into fresh flowers in a rainbow of colors. Tall ones, clusters of tiny ones,
    many that were imperfect in shape with wonky petals but all the more natural for
    those flaws.

    She climbed to her feet and brushed herself off before giving her parents' resting
    place a nod. The train for Hogwarts left tomorrow, so she needed to make sure she
    found a place near the train station to get some sleep. I'll be back. Someday,
    when I have a story worth telling you, one that would surely make you proud. Until
    then…

    Goodbye.

    

    The soft tapping of Hazel's staff against the tile floor echoed through the air
    despite her care to move quietly. The first rays of the sun were only just now
    cresting over the city's artificial horizon and shining through the windows of
    London's King Cross Station, and while the first trains of the day had already come
    and gone, it was still early enough that few people were loitering inside the
    building. Few people meant that there was no other noise to swallow the little bit
    she made. The sound was enough to attract attention if the way some people lifted
    their heads and looked around was any indication, but even with the noise her
    ignore-me smoke continued to do its job as she kept walking unhindered and
    unnoticed.

    The fact she was unnoticed was useful because right now she was not sure just
    where she was going. She had made her way to the train station as soon as she could
    see where she was going in the pre-dawn twilight, and it was a good thing her train
    ticket was already in her hand or she would have missed the effect. Just as
    McGonagall told her would happen, the instant she crossed the threshold of the
    station she could see the ink all over the ticket for this special train that would
    take her to magic school suddenly start to glow. It was not, however, an
    even glow. Parts glowed more than others, and it took her an
    embarrassingly long time for her to realize that the glow moved when she turned
    around, making it act like a compass to her destination.

    Which honestly would have been good to know an hour ago when she first entered the
    building. McGonagall had left that part out of her explanation, and it made Hazel
    thankful she had come as early as she had. She could only imagine what might have
    happened had she delayed looking for the platform until it was almost time for it to
    leave!

    With the guide in her hands working and finally understood, she ultimately found
    her way to the entrance to the oddly-named Platform 9¾, and once it was in front of
    her she could only sigh. In hindsight, she probably could have found it without the
    ticket after all, although it would have taken a longer search.

    When she explored Merlin's Cave below the ruins of Tintagel Castle the year
    before, she had discovered the statue of the ancient wizard by walking through an
    illusion of a stone wall that was in the apparent 'back' of the cave. An illusion
    that to her fairy lens shifted and flowed like a layer of wet paint. Now she was
    confronted by the exact same thing, a wavering pattern of a brick wall covering one
    side of an otherwise unremarkable and random pillar between platforms 9 and 10.
    Which I guess explains why they chose the number they did, she told Morgan,
    who was riding on his customary spot on her shoulder. If this illusion was anything
    like the one she encountered in Merlin's Cave, crossing into the platform should be
    as easy as…

    A single step carried her through the undulating pattern and into another part of
    the station. This one, however, was not all glass and steel like the rest of King's
    Cross; it instead had plentiful brickwork all around with small windows set in dark
    iron grates. No doubt due to the early hour, it was just as empty as the portion of
    the station rest of the station. The rest of the station that she could not longer
    see, she realized when she looked backwards and once again found herself staring at
    an illusion of a brick wall. The only people walking around besides herself were two
    men in eye-searing violet overalls sweeping away dirt and dust on the floor. Resting
    in the middle of the platform was a massive scarlet train, the old-fashioned engine
    car bearing a smokestack that was currently cold without a wisp of smoke coming
    out.

    The inside of the train was wide enough that two people could walk past each other
    with just a little squeezing, something that was not an obstacle to her since she was
    the only person aboard. Claiming the nearest compartment for herself, she flicked the
    lock on the door and flopped onto one of the benches after leaning her staff against
    the wall. Think we have time for a nap, she asked Morgan. He puffed up his
    feathers and lowered himself onto her belly, which she took as the closest thing she
    was going to get for an answer. She nodded as she closed her eyes and wiggled into a
    more comfortable spot on the cushioned bench. Yeah, I agree.

    A loud, deep whistle that rattled her down to her bones made her eyes fly open,
    and she shook her head and wiped sleep from her eyes when her still half-asleep brain
    remembered where she was and why she was there. I must have been more tired than
    I thought, she told herself and Morgan as she pushed herself upright to sit
    instead of sprawl. Normally she was a light sleeper, but in hindsight she had been
    pushing herself to make the trek to Godric's Hollow in a short enough time that she
    could visit her parents' graves before the trip to Scotland. Between the last week
    plus getting only a short nap before entering King's Cross, it was not too surprising
    that her body needed rest.

    The door rattled for a moment before the shadow barely visible through the frosted
    glass walked away, and she peered out the window on the side of the compartment only
    to blink in surprise. She must have been asleep for even longer than she thought.
    Where once the platform had been completely empty bar a couple of train workers, now
    it was absolutely packed with with people. Some were dressed in normal mundane
    clothes, but the vast majority wore long robes with a smattering of pointed hats.
    Adults, teenagers, even little kids too young to go to school were milling around in
    a thick crowd. Other students and their families, she had to assume, which meant they
    were approaching the time for the train to depart. She craned her neck to try to see
    a clock, but no matter how she searched none were visible from her angle.

    Someone else tugged on the door, and she frowned as she watched this person also
    move on. She knew intellectually that she might as well unlock the door; she did not
    know how many people were going to Hogwarts, but presumably there were enough that
    she should not claim this entire compartment for herself alone. Not just that, but
    she should start meeting the people she would be in class with. It was only
    polite.

    At the same time, a surprisingly large part of her wanted to keep the door locked
    so no one could bother her. This was not like when she reached out to the werewolves
    or the hags. If she opened the door and someone walked in, she could not simply jump
    out of the compartment to somewhere familiar. She would be stuck with few to no
    avenues for escape, and that idea was disconcerting. No, not even disconcerting; it
    scared her to a degree that caught her off-guard. She knew she was
    not the most friendly and outgoing of people, but she had not realized that she was
    actively avoiding people whenever she could.

    In hindsight, she could only think with embarrassment, the amount of time she
    spent around crowds hidden within her ignore-me smoke should have been a clue.

    The engine car's whistle sounded again, this time three times in succession, and
    with a loud chug the platform started to slide towards the rear of the
    train. They were getting on their way, and a sad smile – not bitter, or at least only
    a little bit – touched her lips as she watched the parents and the little kids on the
    platform wave at the train before slipping out of sight. Soon, there was only verdant
    grass and bushes in sight, pristine countryside she had not expected to see so close
    to the heart of London.

    Probably it's another one of the wizards' hidey-holes that are stuffed inside
    themselves, Hazel thought as she brushed Morgan's feathers. Like Diagon
    Alley, although this looks more like a space connected to a portal of some kind. That
    would explain how we could get from the platform to the countryside without seeing
    anything in between.

    She glanced at the door again, and with a greater effort of will than she wanted
    to admit she waggled her fingers to unlock the door with her ghost hand and open it a
    crack. She might not want to invite the whole world in all at once, but it would not
    do for her to shut out all of her soon-to-be classmates from the word 'go'. Making
    friends was not something she was an expert at, not when Dudley and
    the teachers and her own lack of speech were enough to drive away any potential
    friends back in primary school, but she had no doubt locking herself away was a
    guaranteed way to prevent it.

    Maybe, just maybe, wizard children her own age would be more like the werewolves
    and the hags than normal people, in regards to this if nothing else.

    The train rattled on for several minutes, and the longer it did the more she found
    herself relaxing. She had been worried about nothing, hadn't she? They had already
    left the station by the time she unlocked the door, and doubtless that meant everyone
    had already found their old friends or had chosen a seat with strangers. She had this
    compartment all to herself for however long the trip was, and she did not even need
    to feel bad about keeping anyone out—

    With another rattle, the door slid open fully to reveal a girl about her own age.
    Blonde, with brown eyes that looked a little too big for her face and dressed in a
    plain black robe identical to the single robe Hazel had purchased at the robe shop in
    Diagon Alley. Well, 'purchased' for a certain definition of the word; after noticing
    that the robes were all in standard sizes and that the tailoring she saw someone
    going through as she walked in was optional, she snagged one and left the appropriate
    coins in her wake. "Is this one empt— Oh. No, it's not. Hi," the girl said
    in a weak voice with a watery smile that quickly faded away. "Is, er, i-is this seat
    taken? You aren't waiting for anyone, are you? Professor McGonagall said we
    should be wearing robes as soon as or before we got on the platform, but she isn't.
    Is this what is in fashion for witches my age? Should I be wearing stuff like that
    instead?"

    Hazel blinked at the surprising change in the blonde girl's train of thought and
    quickly glanced down at herself and what she wore. First McGonagall, now this girl;
    she knew what she wore was not typical, but was it really that odd?
    Jeans that might be a little too tight on her because she grabbed them from a charity
    bin in Sarajevo. A dress that she bought in France during her stay with the
    werewolves that she was using as an extra-long blouse. The boots from Stuttgart,
    stuffed with extra socks and scraps of fabric to help with the fact that her feet
    were still too small for them. Then, of course, there was her monocle and the
    earrings she received on her birthday that she still wore, a round stud in her left
    ear that slowly shifted through all the colors of the rainbow while her right ear had
    a hoop of quicksilver that jiggled and twisted but never splashed. And last but not
    least, her satchel made from a bag of dog food and a length of rope.

    …Perhaps, just possibly, her outfit was that far out of line with what most people
    wore, wizard or not. It was not her fault that she had to scavenge or steal
    everything she had!

    Pushing that thought to the side where she could worry at it like a dog with a
    bone later, she shook her head. Raising her left hand, she spun her index finger
    around in a small circle. The motion caused light to slide around the surface of the
    black papier-mâché ring she wore on that finger, and several words formed out of the
    same goldish-white sparks created by her sparkler spell came into existence all at
    the same time. 'It's just me in here. You are welcome to join me.'

    Inside, she danced a little happy dance. She had practiced using her new tool
    several times over the last month, of course, but this was the first
    live test of her fire-writing ring. She was allowed to be happy that
    it worked the way she wanted it to work!

    "O-Okay. That's neat, but I don't know why she didn't just say that." The
    girl wheeled her suitcase – and it was a normal plastic suitcase, hot pink with
    butterflies on it, rather than a wooden trunk like those she had seen in the window
    of a shop on Diagon Alley or being carried by several of the teens on the platform –
    into the cabin and awkwardly lifted it up and onto a rack above them that Hazel had
    not paid any attention to at first. Mostly because she would not have been able to
    reach it in the first place, at least not without the use of her ghost hand. Once her
    luggage was settled, the girl sat on the opposite bench and wrung her hands.
    "Don't just sit here like a lump. You need to learn to talk to people,
    dummy. Hi. I… I already said that, didn't I?" she added immediately, her cheeks
    turning red. Her hand reached up and clutched at something beneath her shirt. "Um.
    I'm… M-My name's Sally-Anne."

    'Hi, Sally-Anne. I'm Hazel.'

    "Hazel. Okay, got it. Hazel. She's friendlier than the boy at the robe store.
    That has to count for something, right? Nice to meet you, Hazel. Are y-you
    starting your first year, too?"

    'Yes. I wasn't sure whether to come at all or not since I can't
    talk'—there, that should avoid the inevitable question of why she was writing
    out her words instead of speaking—'but McGonagall talked me into it in the
    end.'

    The mention of the professor's name finally pulled a smile out of Sally-Anne. "She
    talked my parents into letting me come. She's awful nice, isn't she?"

    Hazel's lips thinned slightly. She supposed if she had not learned that McGonagall
    was one of the people responsible for placing her with her aunt and uncle, she might
    feel the same. That was not the case, though, so in lieu of any written response she
    simply held up one hand flat and rocked it side to side. That aside, something
    Sally-Anne had said caught her attention. 'You're Née-Moldus, right?
    Muggleborn?' she corrected when she realized she had once again used the wrong
    terminology. 'Is that why your parents didn't want you to go to Hogwarts? They
    wanted you to go to a normal school?'

    It would not be totally surprising. Uncle Vernon had made no secret of the fact
    that she was supposed to go to Stonewall High whereas Dudley would be going to her
    uncle's old school, Smeltings… which would actually be this year, wouldn't it? Her
    cousin might actually be on a train right now just like she was. When she lived with
    them, when she left, a year and a half had seemed so far in the future as to be all
    but an eternity away, but now in retrospect it had passed almost in the blink of an
    eye.

    The innocent question made the other girl squirm faintly and hunch in on herself.
    "That's… not really the reason. My
    parents… I wasn't allowed to go to school before. It wasn't… wasn't
    safe. Strange things happened around me, so I've never been to a
    real school. Mum and Dad were always worried that somebody would get hurt, or
    that people would do bad things to me because I did something. Th-then Professor
    McGonagall came and said it wasn't strange, said I have m-m-magic
    and this was normal if I get nervous or scared. They are okay with me going to school
    if it means all the strangeness stops."

    The tension that had been building in Hazel's shoulders slowly washed out. For a
    moment she was worried that Sally-Anne's parents were like the Dursleys, but it
    sounded like that was not the case. Not if they were worried for her
    and her safety. Her own aunt and uncle had been afraid of her, and
    that could make all the difference in the world. 'You were not missing much. I'm
    much happier not going to my old school anymore. Hopefully Hogwarts will be
    different.'

    "I hope so," mumbled Sally-Anne. "Do you know what House you want to be in?"

    Hazel shook her head. She had read about the Houses of Hogwarts in a book about
    the school's history, and truth be told that section had left her somewhat confused.
    Not in the fact that there were four Houses or that they were named after the
    school's founders, but more the point of it all. The book made it sound like which
    House somebody was in was incredibly important, but she could not figure out why that
    was the case. As far as she could tell, it was not as if the House she was in would
    change what classes she could take or when she could go to the library or what clubs
    she could join or anything else, really. It was just who she would share a dormitory
    with, which was only important when she was asleep and did not care anyway. 'They
    all sound pretty similar at the end of the day,' she finally wrote out.

    "I don't know, either. Professor McGonagall said she was in charge of one of them,
    and it would be nice to know who I should talk to if I need help with something or if
    I'm homesick or a-anything, but I don't think I'd fit in Gryffindor House. I'm not
    b-brave like they are."

    'Bravery isn't all it's made out to be,' Hazel replied. That House, the
    same one her parents had been in when they were students, had the reputation for
    being the home of the brave and the bold. The kind of people who charged in to any
    challenge and never backed down. That was a great sentiment, but she could not help
    but think about her encounters with the red cap and de Rais's spectral victims and
    the murderous spirit of the scoured clearing. Even her first encounter with the
    Compiègne commune under the full moon when they were all furry.

    If she had never backed down from a fight, she would have been dead and eaten
    several times already. That sounded like a good argument against putting courage on a
    pedestal. Of course, she was not sure she liked any of the Houses as portrayed in
    Hogwarts, A History. She was not sure if she was really brave, or loyal, or
    wise, or ambitious.

    In a way, it would have been far better, at least easier, if the Houses were based
    on interests or abilities or something else. Something she could see
    in herself, in her own nature. Instead it sounded like once again she would be the
    outsider that never quite fit anywhere. The mere idea of spending
    seven years somewhere she was just a lonely misfit was torture.

    The only good thing she could think about the situation was that unlike her time
    at Little Whinging, nowadays she knew how to get away from places that held no place
    for her. Still, that was probably not the sort of thought Sally-Anne wanted to hear,
    nor necessarily a backup plan she wanted spread around to all and sundry. de Rais's
    tower and Diagon Alley were proof that there were ways to prevent teleportation, and
    she had long ago learned the value of keeping at least some secrets to herself.
    Instead she twirled her finger again and wrote, 'If we don't know where we want
    to be, it isn't worth worrying about ahead of time, is it? We'll find out which House
    we're in when we get there anyway.'

    That seemed to perk Sally-Anne up, and the blonde gave her a weak smile. "I
    suppose you're right. I just wish not worrying
    was something I was any good at. What about classes? Are there any that caught
    your eye reading about them?"

    'Potions are fun to make. I've had lessons in that here and there over the
    last couple of years, so that class is at the top of my list. Astronomy, too,'
    she added as a memory of a complex astronomy chart came to mind. 'You?'

    And thus started a long, if occasionally stilted, conversation as the empty
    countryside continued to pass them on their many hours-long trip to Scotland.

    

    Because small talk with strangers is tedious enough in real life, and I
    don't want to write a couple more thousand words of it when it takes place between
    two socially awkward pre-teens. Next chapter, the arrival at Hogwarts.

    I was SUPER tempted to just make Hazel sit by herself, either in her own
    compartment or send her off to explore the train with her smoke and ultimately claim
    the prefect cabin after they were all gone. Instead she gets to confront a habit
    she's formed over the last couple of years a tad earlier than previously
    planned.

    Silently Watches out.
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    Limerick90: Regarding Sally-Anne, sadly her frequent accidental
    magic episodes is not a matter of power but of emotional security. Hazel's concerns
    that her parents were like the Dursleys is not entirely unfounded; they do not
    mistreat Sally-Anne – she is still their daughter, and they love her despite the
    strange events that happen around her – but quite frankly her bursts of accidental
    magic scare them. That creates a feedback loop of sorts, one where her magic scares
    them, which makes her more anxious, which makes her more likely to have another
    episode that sets them off again.

    Charlie0925: McGonagall didn't do anything during or after her
    meeting with Hazel because as far as she could see, Hazel does not appear to be
    worried or in any distress. When she gives her reasons for her initial refusal of her
    Hogwarts spot, it is in regard to her own abilities, not "my relatives don't want me
    to go" or anything of that sort. She acts confidently, as if she has no concerns
    other than the issues she has already mentioned. Which is honestly true as far as
    she's concerned. If anything, Hazel is in a better place mentally than Harry was in
    canon, and nobody thought he had anything wrong with him or questioned/challenged the
    Dursleys' actions until several years into the series.

    "I think Hazel's House will be…": This isn't a response per se,
    since you'll see where Hazel goes this very chapter, but I just wanted to take a
    moment to say how much I enjoyed going through all the reviews where you guys laid
    out your logic for which House you think Hazel best fits. I had already made this
    decision more than a year ago, but everyone's explanations were still entertaining to
    read, and I love how there really was no consensus with people explaining their cases
    for every House. She is supposed to be a character who isn't a slam dunk anywhere, so
    I'm happy to see I achieved that goal.

    

    Chapter 31
The Sorting Hat

    "We will be reaching Hogwarts in five minutes' time. Please leave your luggage
    on the train. It will be taken to the school separately."

    "L-Leave our luggage on the train? How are we supposed to get it back afterwards?
    Do y-you think they will pile it all in one room for us t-to pick up after
    dinner?"

    Hazel could only shrug with one shoulder as the train lurched faintly and started
    slowing down, her fingers still fidgeting with the sleeves of her school robe.
    Sally-Anne had informed her that McGonagall told her and her parents that all
    students were expected to wear their robes at all feasts and during school days, and
    as a result the other girl insisted she change into wizard clothes once they noticed
    the sky turning a dark purple about an hour before the announcement that just echoed
    through the train. This was the first time Hazel had worn said robe since obtaining
    it from London, and already she was unhappy with how it bunched up and billowed out
    in strange places compared to the clothes she was used to wearing.

    'How were you comfortable wearing this thing the whole ride?' she finally
    asked as she continued fussing with it.

    The question got a frail smile from Sally-Anne. "Can't laugh. She's been so
    nice all this time, I don't want to make her mad and drive her away. It feels
    weird, right? I've been wearing it off and on at home to practice and get used to it,
    but it still isn't right." The blonde looked up and down at Hazel's
    robe again, and the smile gave way to a frown. "Then again, her robe really
    doesn't fit her, not at all. Mum would have a fit if we left the store and they
    looked like that on me. They, er, might feel better if, um, th-they were
    t-tailored to fit. …If you wanted to know."

    Hazel could only grimace at that. Getting her robe tailored was something she
    intentionally avoided when she was procuring it in the first place because of the
    extra expense it would involve, both for the tailoring itself as well as because the
    lady in the store would have undoubtedly pushed for her to buy multiple robes instead
    of the single one she needed. 'It wasn't an option at the time.'

    "Wasn't an option? I wonder why." Hazel busied herself packing her hedge
    magic book and the notes she had been taking from it back into her satchel, which
    Sally-Anne thankfully seemed to take as a hint that she did not want to elaborate.
    That restraint, unfortunately, did little to quell the curiosity bubbling away
    beneath the surface.

    When the train finally came to a complete stop, both girls stayed in their seats
    as everyone else immediately forced themselves into the narrow corridor and pushed
    their way out of the train. When the worst of the noise had faded, only then did they
    stand and open the door. A few people were still exiting, so they slipped behind a
    trio of teenagers. The evening air, already crisp and cool even in September, hit her
    and caused her to shiver and Morgan to nestle himself against her neck.

    "Any more firs' years? Firs' years follow me!" called out a booming voice from
    over to the right. Sally-Anne tugged on her sleeve, and they both looked over to see
    a massive, hulking man standing next to other children their own age. The man was
    easily eight feet tall if he was an inch, the difference in height between him and
    the other new students only making him appear even more immense, and he carried a
    lamp in his hand that lit up the thick, bushy beard that covered most of his face.
    Turning around, he started walking into the woods that butted up against the station,
    his steps revealing a path that was not immediately visible thanks to the position of
    the trees at the edge of the forest.

    Sally-Anne's grip tightened further as her fist clenched and barely concealed
    panic seized her. With few options available to her, Hazel could only reach down and
    gently pat her new companion's hand. The other girl turned wide, anxious eyes onto
    her, and between the soft touch as well as an encouraging smile Sally-Anne eventually
    gave her a minuscule twitch of her mouth that held neither happiness or relief; it
    was just a mask to hide her true feelings. "How is she so calm? He's
    gigantic, like he belongs in Jack and the
    Beanstalk. Surely that's not normal for wizards, right? D-Do you think
    we're really supposed to follow him? Why didn't P-Professor McGonagall come get us?
    We know her already. Why does it have to be somebody we don't know? He didn't
    even tell us his name before walking away!"

    'I don't see anybody else here to pick us up, so I suppose so. We can stay in
    the back if you want.'

    "T-Thanks. I think, l-let's stay back a bit? So we can run if it turns out
    he's not a teacher and tries to hurt us. Thank the Lord I found her
    compartment. Mum and Dad hoped I would make some friends here, but none of us
    expected it would be on the first day."

    The gratefulness of Sally-Anne's smile and the direction of her thoughts was
    enough to make Hazel want to squirm. Was Sally-Anne a friend? Probably not, or not
    yet at least. But friendly acquaintance, certainly. Even without that, she was in a
    new place and scared. Memories of several situations, those that directly threatened
    her life but also times when she had been on her own with no help in sight, bubbled
    up to the forefront of her mind. Since running away from her aunt and uncle, even
    before, she had faced many situations where she could have used a comforting hand; it
    was not until she encountered the werewolves and the hags that she learned just how
    impactful it could be to have even one person willing to stand beside her.

    The world would be a better place if this was common instead of being limited to
    those who made up the downtrodden fringes of society. The least she could do was
    offer her own hand to others, especially anyone like herself.

    "Oooooooh! It's so
    prettybeautifulmajesticamazingwickedimpressiveawesome—"

    The deluge of sudden thoughts, all similar in nature but just different enough to
    be discordant and grating when thrown at her in unison like this, was enough to make
    her wince. The voices distracted Sally-Anne from her worries, and her own thoughts
    soon reflected those of everyone else.

    The cause for everyone's excitement was easy to spot, and the sight likewise took
    her own breath away. Sitting on a cliff in the distance, visible even above the other
    kids' heads, was a vast castle with windows scattered thickly across its walls and
    all lit with a welcoming glow. Its shape as well as a few of the aforementioned
    windows suggested tall turrets and towers, but against the night sky all the details
    were swallowed up in the darkness. When the history book about the school mentioned
    it being a castle, she had assumed it was a bit of exaggeration or poetic license,
    not that the school was a literal fairytale castle.

    "No more'n four to a boat!" the giant of a man yelled out.

    The crowd surged forwards again, and Hazel jumped once to see if she could get a
    glance over their heads – she could not, of course, because everyone else was too
    blasted tall – before walking several feet deep into the forest so she could look
    between the trees. Between the castle and where they now stood was a wide lake, its
    surface smooth as glass and glimmering from the light of the stars above. A dozen or
    so little boats crafted from a white wood bobbed lightly in a line against the near
    shore. They had neither sail nor paddles, leading her to question whether they would
    be pulled by an unseen rope or if there was some other magic capable of mobilizing
    them.

    Returning to Sally-Anne's side, she knocked the dirt off the butt of her staff and
    shoved it into her satchel. The boats were short and narrow, and with four people
    filling them up she doubted there would be room on top of that for a staff her own
    height. They walked towards the end of the line of boats and joined another pair that
    were likewise headed in that direction. One of the pair was a boy with dark skin and
    narrow eyes, and the other was a broad individual who Hazel first thought was a boy
    roughly of Dudley's stature only for her then to realize it was actually a girl. Just
    a girl who stood almost two whole heads taller than her.

    No, she was not jealous about that. Not at all.

    Once all four of them were seated, the boat did indeed start moving of its own
    accord, slipping behind one of the other boats that had already begun its own
    journey. Motion within their boat caught her attention, and she frowned as the bigger
    girl maintained her new death-grip on the edge and stared straight ahead. "Don't
    look left. Don't look right. Don't look down."

    'Are you okay?' Hazel wrote.

    The words floating in the air caught the other girl by surprise, which was also
    enough to cut off her own internal monologue. "How did she…? Fine, no
    I'm not. Don't like boats. Papa never said anything about needing to get on
    the lake. He knows I can't swim! Why couldn't we
    just take the carriages he told me about?"

    Hazel could only give her a sympathetic smile. 'We'll get off soon, I think.
    The castle isn't too far.'

    She could only describe the smile the girl gave her as nauseous, but nonetheless
    she closed her eyes and swallowed thickly. Hazel turned her attention back to their
    surroundings and watched as the lead boat with the man in it slipped into the cliff
    face through a curtain of ivy. Their boat soon did the same, revealing a cramped
    tunnel lit solely by the occasional torch. The boat continued to bob along in the
    water, scraping its sides against the stone walls a few time over the next several
    minutes before the tunnel widened into an underground harbor of a sorts. The boats
    soon after ground to a halt against the pebble and sand shore.

    The change in motion was enough to get the bigger girl's attention, and Hazel
    shifted to the side to allow her to exit ahead of her and immediately after
    Sally-Anne. She climbed out after and followed the crowd as it surged up an uneven
    flight of stone stairs. The stairs become more uniform as they climbed, less like a
    natural path and more intentionally carved, until the staircase ultimately ended in a
    large oak door that was easily twenty feet tall or more. The giant raised one fist
    and pounded on the door with three solid knocks.

    Without a moment's pause, as if someone was waiting for the signal, the door
    opened up to reveal a familiar black-haired woman. McGonagall, today wearing a dark
    crimson robe cut like a dress, stepped through and peered down at the swarm of new
    students. "Thank you, Hagrid," she said.

    Clearly hearing the dismissal, the now-named man gave her an almost timid nod
    before exiting out the same door she had come through, his thoughts focusing on the
    care of 'Fluffy', which Hazel could only assume was the name of a pet.

    "So small, even compared to last year. Will we ever start seeing the number of
    students we used to have? Welcome to Hogwarts," the professor told them, the
    course of her thoughts almost audibly slipping into a well-worn speech. "The
    start-of-term banquet will begin shortly, but before you take your seats in the Great
    Hall, you will be sorted into your Houses. The Sorting is a very important ceremony
    because, while you are here, your House will be something like your family within
    Hogwarts. You will have classes with the rest of your House, sleep in your House
    dormitory, and spend free time in your House common room."

    'Something like your family'. Hazel could not help but grimace at that thought and
    hope it was not true. She did not have the best track record with 'family', not when
    her only personal experience was with the Dursleys. Families could function normally,
    she had seen that first-hand with the werewolf commune and the hags, but these were
    all families of which she was a friend, an outside observer. Not a member.

    "The four Houses are called Gryffindor, Hufflepuff, Ravenclaw, and Slytherin. Each
    House has its own noble history, and each has produced outstanding witches and
    wizards. While you are at Hogwarts, your triumphs will earn your House points, while
    any rule-breaking will lose House points. At the end of the year, the House with the
    most points is awarded the House Cup, a great honor. I hope each of you will be a
    credit to whichever House becomes yours."

    All around her, thoughts came to Hazel of the hopes and fears people had regarding
    which House they would soon join. McGonagall gave them a few moments to mutter
    amongst themselves before clearing her throat and pulling their attention back to
    her. "Now, form a line and follow me."

    McGonagall turned around and walked out the door into a magnificent hallway. Stone
    formed its walls and floors alike, massive beams visible above them holding up the
    steep ceiling. She turned to the left and toward a set of double doors that were open
    just a crack to allow the mingled sound of dozens of conversations to drift out to
    them. Pushing the doors open fully, the professor led them inside what could only be
    the Great Hall.

    The room fully deserved the title. It was truly enormous, the scale incredible
    even considering the look they had been given at the castle as a whole from the
    outside. Thousands of candles sat not on the tables or set into the walls but floated
    in the air supported by nothing by the force of magic, a display that put her
    experiments with her mage hand completely to shame. The ceiling wavered like an oil
    slick to her sight, an illusion of the bright starlight of the sky layered atop wood
    beams identical to those of the hallway they had just left. Between the candles hung
    four banners decorated with the crests of the four Houses of the school and in turn
    directing her attention to the four long tables where the rest of the students were
    already sitting with plates and goblets of gleaming gold before them. At the back of
    the room was a fifth table, this running perpendicular to the others with only adults
    seated behind it. Everyone's eyes were on their group, their half-bored expectation
    pressing against her like the tides of the sea. She had never been faced with so many
    people feeling emotions this aligned, this similar, and the effect fed on itself
    until it was nearly overwhelming.

    Movement within the crowd of students caught her eye, faint silver glowing
    somethings shifting through the fields of black robes. She looked closer at those
    splotches of color as McGonagall walked down the center aisle to the back of the
    room, trying to spot just what was making them. Spells of some sort? Little metal
    servant golems like those she had read about in a few fantasy novels? One moved
    around a student nearby, close enough for her to get a quick glimpse—

    Hazel's thoughts stuttered as her eyes finally landed on the source of the dull
    glow. A shape reminiscent of a man, his apparent age unclear without any true color
    to give her hints. It rose upwards unhindered by gravity, drifting out of the wooden
    table it had slipped through as though it were nothing more substantial than smoke
    and vapor. The people behind it were visible through its transparent existence. Its
    head wobbled as it moved, threatening to fall off its neck as it was attached to the
    rest of its body with only a few strands of ectoplasmic tissue. The skin of its neck
    and the Elizabethan ruffles of its collar were stained a darker grey than the rest of
    him, echoes of blood still freshly spilt centuries later. It turned to look at them,
    look at her, its mouth opening—

    —slipping through walls like mist mouths wide and deep teeth needlelike and long
    as her arm empty sockets without eyes to stare hungrily at her warm warm WARM
    WaaAaRrMm—

    Something touched her arm, and she jerked back and whipped her head to the side.
    Sally-Anne pulled her hand back, eyes wide but quickly softening. "You okay? She
    looks terrified," she mouthed.

    "—nes, Susan!" called out McGonagall from the front of the room.

    Hazel gave Sally-Anne a shaky nod. This was neither the time nor the place to
    share her past experiences with spirits. A quick glance around made her wonder if
    there would be a time here; the spirit that had scared her was still
    visible to her, and considering one of the students at that table was looking up at
    its face and speaking quietly to it she had to assume others could see it as well.
    Was it a benevolent or at least ambivalent spirit, closer to the spirits of the
    forest that had gifted her the fairy lens she still wore or that guided her to the
    magical boar she hunted with Grégoire?

    That was the only conclusion that made sense.

    What was more concerning was the… memory? She supposed that was the best
    description for it, although it felt far too real to be just a
    memory. Her travels had not had her interact with that many spirits, but on the
    occasions she had nothing like this had ever happened. Did it have something to do
    with a room full of thoughts pressing against her with an almost physical weight?
    Even with the spirit seemingly passive, her nerves were still taught, a bone-deep
    need to run, to escape, welling up within her.

    Giving Sally-Anne a weak nod, she wrote her response in small letters close to her
    chest. 'I wasn't suspecting to find spirits here. It surprised me.'

    "That was more than surprise, what with the way she was shaking and staring at
    nothing. I was shocked, too," Sally-Anne whispered. "The history books said the
    school was haunted, but I thought that was just a school legend or something. Ghosts
    aren't real. O-Or, they aren't supposed to be."

    "HUFFLEPUFF!"

    She turned her head to look back at the important part of this ceremony.
    McGonagall pulled a ratty-looking hat off the head of a red-headed girl, who dashed
    off to the table immediately to Hazel's left and next to the table with the beheaded
    ghost. The woman looked at the list in her other hand and called out, "Boot, Terry!"
    As soon as the boy walked forward and sat on the stool, she placed the hat on his
    head. It shifted on its own for several moments before a rip near the brim opened
    wide.

    "RAVENCLAW!"

    A hat? They were put into different Houses by a hat? A talking hat? She looked
    around, but based on the faces and the fact that everyone's thought was on the House
    they wanted to join, almost no one thought this was strange or worth a second
    thought. The wizard-born were dismissive, and the Nés-Moldus shrugged it off. Even
    Sally-Anne's thoughts had quickly moved into acceptance that this must be normal.
    Hazel could not claim to be an expert in how wizards did things, but after spending
    two weeks and change in Diagon Alley as well as her previous visits to Place Cachée
    and Stuttgart, this was the first talking anything she had seen.

    Several more names were called out and sent to different tables, and then the
    broad girl she and Sally-Anne had shared a boat with walked forwards after the call
    for "Bulstrode, Millicent!" She was also the first person sent to Slytherin's table
    over on the far right.

    The crowd of her fellow new students dwindled down more and more as the list of
    names continued. "Perks, Sally-Anne!" shouted McGonagall.

    Sally-Anne shot Hazel a nervous, almost nauseous smile and gave her hand a squeeze
    before walking towards the stool and hat. "I hope I get a good House. One where I
    can make friends. It would be nice if Hazel could be there with me…"

    The hat slipped down over Sally-Anne's eyes, and it took less than a minute for it
    to call out, "HUFFLEPUFF!"

    "Potter, Hazel!"

    The mutter of muted conversations cut out entirely, but that did not mean that the
    thoughts did as well. They intensified, each person's individual thoughts being
    drowned out by the crowd in a swell of anticipation and excitement. The pressure from
    before was back, but instead of a wave from a single direction it wrapped around her
    and squeezed like a ravenous boa constrictor as she started her own walk. With each
    step it felt like her goal was getting farther away, and she had to clench and
    unclench her fists several times as she pushed herself to keep moving. The temptation
    to run, already present, was growing stronger and stronger. It almost demanded that
    she jump away to safety and solitude or wrap herself up in her smoke so that everyone
    could look anywhere else and leave her be. Morgan could clearly feel
    her worry and twittered softly in her ear.

    A minute passed in an eternity, but the stool crept closer until it was right in
    front of her. She turned around and sat rigid on the seat, pale faces in a sea of
    black staring ominously at her before dark fabric slid over her eyes.

    And the voices cut out completely, leaving only blessed silence behind.

    "Hmm," said a voice in her right ear. She jerked her head in that direction
    reflexively, and a chuckle came from the left. "Oh, you're a tricksy one, aren't you?
    Suspicious, distrusting. You know the fear of the hunt. It has been so long since I
    had someone like you in here with me."

    Who are you?, she asked. This voice sounded like it knew her, knew what
    she had lived through. As if it were in her head. Would it hear her questions she
    could only think the way Morgan could?

    Something, a presence, swirled around behind her head in a manner that felt
    familiar. "Me? I am the Sorting Hat, Potter. Weren't you listening?"

    You are not a hat. Not just a hat,
    anyway. If the voice was not coming from the hat, if its origin was elsewhere,
    where would that be? The shifting, swirling voice was one thing, but where was its
    mind? Its thoughts? She let her mental ears perk up, a whisper coming from somewhere
    up and to the—

    A strange sensation of pushing within her head hit her, almost
    like the feeling when she had been snap-jumping and pushing her magic to its limit.
    Except not because this was not a push at all. It was a pull,
    something dragging her backwards. "Nah ah ah," taunted the voice. "We are here to
    talk about what's in your head, little girl, not mine. Maybe not so
    fearful after all. Or perhaps you just haven't yet learned where and when to keep
    your hands to yourself. You can't count on running away from your problems forever.
    Eventually you will poke something you can't easily escape.

    "Courageous in your own brand of foolhardiness, even if you have also tasted fear
    and panic. Fear from being the center of attention? Now that is interesting. They
    would crush you, did you know? Lions will not hesitate to turn on the weak and the
    sick.

    "You have curiosity, of that there is no doubt. Magic is the world's greatest
    puzzle to you, isn't it? You want to explore, fly to the very limits of the world and
    discover the truth of what lays beyond." The voice swished around her again, its
    voice growing almost snide. "I would advise more caution than you have shown thus far
    if you seek the truth. That is the road to making powerful enemies."

    Enemies? What enemies?

    "Should you get that far, you will find out. Whether you survive the encounter is
    another matter. It will require more than the cunning you possess. A fox, no matter
    how clever or sneaky, cannot outwit the hunter. And that it what you are, girl; a
    fox, yes, but no serpent. Your needs, your ambitions, are too base for you to wear
    scales proudly.

    "…My words do not deter you?" the voice asked in surprise. "Ah, but of course they
    would be insufficient on their own. You have faced challenges insurmountable before,
    and you made your way through them. Not without cost, not without risk, but you
    persevered regardless. You are no stranger to the treacherous road, for all that you
    know it will keep you apart and alone.

    "My question still remains. Where to put you?"

    Claw-like fingernails bit into her shoulder as the voice spoke behind her head and
    into her hair. "Courage tempered by fear, seeds of nobility and honor smothered by
    the weight of the world. Curiosity burning bright but entwined with a need to
    experience the truth with your own hands; wisdom earned firsthand instead of
    inherited. A thief who takes only what you need rather than all you can see. A lonely
    creature whose first instinct is to run, always run. You will accept help but rarely
    seek it out. Even those to whom you feel the first stirrings of loyalty are kept at
    arm's reach, trusted in their own way but viewed as separate from yourself.

    "No matter the choice, you will be tested. Change and growth wait before you, but
    they will demand their weight in blood and tears. Are you willing to bear that cost,
    or will you accept the lesser knowledge you can take safely?"

    Hazel took a deep breath and let it out. You talk of cost, of challenge, of
    pain and blood. You tell me I walk a hard road that leaves me out in the cold. You
    aren't the first person to tell me that, did you know that? Mr. Ollivander's
    face flashed in her mind, his voice as he offered her a choice between a wand and her
    staff, between trying to reshape herself into half a witch or remain the druid she
    was. But this isn't a choice for me. This is just who I am. I will stay true to
    myself, even if that means I have to walk alone.

    Another memory bubbled up, called forth not by her own mind but fished out in the
    grip of the voice. A woman in a brown dress and a blue headband, a card flipped over.
    Lightning hitting a dark tower and throwing the person standing at the top into the
    air.

    A dark snicker surrounded her. "Well, well, well. This is
    interesting. You wish to stay the course? You remain committed to the road before
    you? Then accept your fate, Hazel Potter. Become the lightning. Strike the tower. A
    home I doubt you will discover within these walls, but at least your resolve will
    remain hardened in—

    "HUFFLEPUFF!"

    

    …That was a FAR more disturbing Sorting than I had in my notes. Holy crap.
    I, uh, need to chat with my muse for a bit, so if you'll excuse me…

    It's kind of funny, but I realized while writing this chapter that
    although my mental image of Hazel has always been for her to be several inches
    shorter than the average for her age, I don't know that I've ever said that in-story.
    I think it's because she hasn't been around other kids her own age and so the
    comparison has never come up.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    33. The Badgers
  

  
    Dadycoool: Harry was described as scrawny for sure. I don't
    remember if canonically he was also shorter than average for his age. Either way, it
    was not enough for anybody besides Molly Weasley to comment on it out loud to
    him.

    "Why Hufflepuff? She's so obviously a Ravenclaw!": Hazel's best
    fit was Hufflepuff rather than Ravenclaw for two reasons. First, Hufflepuff isn't
    just the house of loyalty, but of loyalty and HARD WORK. The latter is something
    Hazel excels at; this is, after all, the same girl who spent a year and a half
    exploring Europe just for scraps of knowledge about the magical world and has already
    resigned herself to spending as much as seven years adapting wizard spells to the
    magical tradition she created from first principles. Second, and as the Sorting Hat
    mentioned, a Ravenclaw would be content with "lesser knowledge" from reading all the
    books on a subject and calling their knowledge complete. Hazel will keep digging
    deeper and deeper until she reaches the true facts, even those that have been
    unknowingly or intentionally hidden.

    "Was the Sorting Hat supposed to be this… creepy?": Yes, yes it
    was. I debated whether to change its nature and tone for this story, to the point
    that I restarted their discussion a few times to decide which one hit best.
    Ultimately I decided to go with this version because it fit better with the themes of
    this story so far, namely the discovery of lost and forgotten lore. The Sorting Hat
    just being a talking hat, yeah fine, we've seen that a thousand times before. The
    Sorting Hat being something fundamentally Other and everyone assuming it's just a
    hat? It pretending to be just a hat for its own reasons? Now THAT'S fun!

    

    A dark snicker surrounded her. "Well, well, well.
    This is interesting. You wish to stay the course? You
    remain committed to the road before you? Then accept your fate, Hazel Potter. Become
    the lightning. Strike the tower. A home I doubt you will discover within these walls,
    but at least your resolve will remain hardened in—

    "HUFFLEPUFF!"

    Chapter 32
The Badgers

    The Sorting Hat was lifted off Hazel's head, and for all that the students massed
    in front of her had fallen silent during her conversation with the Hat, their shock
    and surprise still slammed into her with enough psychic force that it physically
    pushed her backwards nearly off the stool. Applause started immediately afterwards,
    and she glanced up at McGonagall.

    "Head over to your table, Miss Potter," she said with a strained, plastic smile.
    "A Hufflepuff? James and Lily's child, a
    Hufflepuff?! Merlin, he is no doubt rolling in his
    grave right now."

    Hazel gave the woman a side-eyed glance before turning away so McGonagall would
    not see her frown. She was not sure just what McGonagall's connection to her parents
    was, but the witch had made no secret during their first meeting that she knew them
    well, or at least thought she did. Would her parents really have been that
    disappointed with her because of which House, which dormitory, she
    was put into of all things?

    She could not help but think of just the previous day, when she sat in front of
    their graves and pondered how they would have felt were they alive to see her now.
    She assumed they would be proud of her because they were her parents, so they
    should be proud of her even if she was different. Not to mention
    that because they could not tell her their opinions and she had to assume, there was
    little reason to assume they would be disapproving. Was she wrong in making that
    assumption? Were her parents just as closed-minded as it seemed like so many people
    in this society were?

    Morgan chirped reassuringly at her, and she reached up to brush her fingertips
    against his feathers as she stood up from the stool and started the short walk over
    to the table just to her right, the same one where the applause for her sorting had
    been loudest and Sally-Anne clapping even harder than the rest of her new housemates.
    You're right, she told him. Who cares whether she thinks they would be
    disappointed? This is the same woman who left me with Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon.
    She clearly is not a good judge of character, so why would she be any more correct
    about my parents' opinions?

    Sally-Anne slid over to make room for her on the bench, and Hazel could not help
    but smile at the way the other girl was almost quivering with strained restraint.
    "This is wonderful! Just what I hoped would happen. I made a friend, and she's in
    my house, and everyone has been friendly so far. I-I'm glad we're both in
    Hufflepuff," the blonde told her with a wide smile of her own.

    Shiny silvery movement flickered in the corner of her eye, and she turned her head
    to get a better look at the source. Another spirit was moving along the table, this
    one in the form of a man. It was hearty in build with the top of its head either
    balding or shaved clean to leave a ring of curly grey hair behind. It gave her a wide
    smile and moved closer, but a moment later its expression shifted to one that was
    almost disappointed. The spirit turned away and drifted back in the opposite
    direction.

    Letting out a tiny sigh, Hazel forced herself to relax, and she was surprised when
    that also meant releasing her death-grip on the bench beneath her. When had she
    grabbed it in the first place? Her eyes swept over the room as a whole, seeking
    similar silver glows, and they widened when she finally looked up.
    In addition to the four ghosts that confined themselves to the tables on the floor,
    she would guess that there were at least another dozen spirits floating in the air.
    Was this all of them, or were there even more waiting elsewhere in this enormous
    castle?

    And if they were that common, was she going to be startled and frightened every
    time she crossed one?

    She had not always been so cautious around spirits. If she had, she never would
    have obtained the fairy lens she still wore over her right eye. Yet for all that she
    knew there were friendly spirits – the one in Shervage Wood as well as the nature
    spirit in Compiègne Forest being fantastic examples – she had also run into several
    that were not. The hungry ghosts in de Rais's tower, the vengeful spirit in the
    scoured clearing, not to mention a particularly insistent rusalka she made sure she
    stayed very far away from in Yugoslavia.

    It was difficult to know from first sight which spirits were friendly and which
    were not, but as she considered what she had seen and experienced in the last couple
    of years, she could not help but notice a pattern. The more closely a spirit, or its
    manifestations in the case of the scoured clearing, resembled a person, the more
    dangerous and aggressive it was.

    Was that why she immediately had a moment of panic when these ghosts came close?
    Because her brain saw a humanoid spirit and immediately assumed it was dangerous? It
    would fit, she decided, and when she considered how nervous she felt with the
    attention of the entire school upon her, that would cause her anxiety to feed on
    itself into ever-increasing heights.

    A gentle nudge to her elbow pulled her out of her musings, and she looked first at
    Sally-Anne and then to the front of the room when she realized everyone else was
    looking that same direction as well. One of the professors was standing up from a
    large golden chair that was shaped almost like a throne. He was an old man with a
    long white beard held in a braid that reached halfway down his chest and equally
    white hair stretching past his shoulders, and his robes shimmered with silver stars
    and moons over a field of midnight blue as he stretched out his arms wide. A hush
    fell over the students.

    "Welcome!" the man she could only assume was the school's headmaster, whatever his
    name was, said in a voice that carried throughout the room. "Welcome to a new year at
    Hogwarts! Before we begin our banquet, I would like to say a few words. And here they
    are: Nitwit! Blubber! Oddment! Tweak! Thank you!"

    While the rest of the school cheered, Hazel could only stare at him in complete
    bemusement. That was… what? The headmaster wore a little grin and ignored the
    irritated scowl McGonagall shot him when she sat down in the chair next to his, so
    she could only assume he was not unaware of how his nonsense words
    would be taken. A joke, then, perhaps. Directed at one person, or at the entire
    school, or what?

    "Lamb chops, Hazel?"

    She turned around at Sally-Anne's question only for her mouth to fall open. The
    platters and plates that covered the table had been empty, but somehow they were now
    filled with food to the point she was worried they would overflow. The lamb chops in
    Sally-Anne's hands. Steaks. Bacon. Steaming chicken. Roast beef. Potatoes of many
    kinds, boiled and fried and roasted and mashed. Yorkshire pudding and salads and
    bowls of all sorts of beans.

    Hazel took one chop from the platter her… friend? Friendly acquaintance?… was
    still holding out to her, glancing up and down both directions of the table. There
    was more food visible here on this one table than she had eaten in the last three
    months, maybe even the last six. How long could the table bear its weight?!

    It did not take long for her to pile food upon her own plate, prioritizing meats
    of all sorts as that had consistently proven to be the hardest things for her to haul
    around or obtain fresh on her travels. Grilled and boiled vegetables and a roll
    quickly filled the spaces between said meats, and when she realized no one else had
    touched them yet she grabbed a couple of peppermint humbugs as well for afters.
    Tearing off chunks of several foods, she moved them to her napkin and laid it out
    over her lap. Morgan needed no encouragement before he dropped off her shoulder and
    started eating as well.

    The cacophony of mental voices continued to bear down on her, but the fact they
    they were no longer directed at her or any other specific person diminished the
    pressure behind them significantly. Unfortunately, with everyone's minds on different
    subjects it also meant that she could barely hear any one person's voice through the
    din. Just trying to parse the sheer noise was giving her a headache
    as though an icepick was being driven behind her eyes. Had she ever been in the midst
    of this many people, all of them packed this tightly together? She could not say she
    had been.

    There had been precious few times in her life when she cursed her ability to hear
    others' thoughts and wished to be rid of it. This was rapidly becoming one of
    them.

    On the positive side, the prolific food meant conversation was short and broken,
    mostly apparent friends catching up with each other about their summer holidays and
    some of her fellow first-years engaging in 'getting-to-know-you' small talk. As for
    the professors…

    She leaned backwards a bit to look past the rest of the Hufflepuffs at the staff
    table. Her eyes slid over the adults, all of whom where likewise talking quietly
    amongst themselves or focusing on their own food. At the very end of the table where
    she could see were two men, one wearing a wide purple turban and green robes while
    the other was dressed in nothing but black. They actually looked like they were
    speaking even more quietly to each other than the rest of the staff—

    A searing flash of pain crossed her throat, and Hazel started coughing
    violently.

    The sound of her cough caught Sally-Anne's attention, and the other girl looked
    over at her with wide eyes as she leaned against the table. Morgan likewise twittered
    worriedly and looked up from his spot on her knee. "Hazel, are you okay? Oh no, I
    hope she isn't hurt already."

    She waved the other girl's concern off as the coughs finally started settling.
    'It's nothing. I think I just tried to swallow some food wrong.' She gave
    the chicken thigh she had been chewing a mild glare and resolved not to eat any more
    of it if it were going to cause her that much discomfort going down. It was drier
    than she liked her meat, anyway, and with all the food on the table it was not as if
    she had to eat it because it was this or nothing.

    Her glowing words distracted other nearby students from their conversations,
    various confused questions running through their heads. "That's so weird… a
    neat trick," an older boy asked from several seats down. "I don't think I saw her
    wand at all. How did you learn it, and why? I wouldn't think the
    Girl-Who-Lived would be the kind of person who needed to draw attention to herself at
    every opportunity, but with that and her clothes, well…"

    'Necessity,' she wrote back, answering his real question rather than the
    one he asked aloud. 'When you can't talk, you have to find other ways to get your
    point across.'

    "You can't talk?" the boy asked, confusion filling his mind. "How could she
    not be able to talk? But if you can't talk, how would you cast spells? And
    that just makes her writing thing all the more confusing."

    'I use magic differently than you,' was all she said in response before
    turning back to her food. Now was not the time to try explaining just how her mental
    constructs worked, especially when she did not know enough about how wizard magic
    worked even to begin making worthwhile analogies. She barely knew enough about the
    mechanics about her own magic, for that matter!

    She had not forgotten her underlying goal, after all. If the library here happened
    to tell her how to get in touch with a school for druids, she would be
    gone from this place the very next day. Learning from other druids
    would progress her abilities faster than a hundred years experimenting on her
    own.

    …Sadly, she expected that at this point the chances of that happening were slim to
    none. But considering they absolutely existed once upon a time but seemingly did not
    exist now, she had to wonder: what in the world happened?!

    That thought, and other thoughts overlapping with it, curbed her appetite
    somewhat. The rest was likewise affected by a more mundane concern, namely her
    stomach being filled nearly to bursting. By the time she forced the last mouthful of
    food from her plate down her gullet, she closed her eyes to center herself through
    the wave of nausea that followed. She could not eat another bite if her life depended
    on it, or at least not without it all coming right back up. And yet there were people
    who were still eating! She almost wanted to know how they were managing it.

    Sticking one of the humbugs she grabbed earlier into her mouth, she sucked on it
    for several minutes as everyone finished off their own meals. The remains of the food
    – and it was shocking how much food was left behind! If this was supposed to be
    dinner for another two meals, she would not be surprised at all – faded away like
    mist in the light of the sun, leaving only polished gold dishes behind.

    A moment later, those platters filled themselves up with treacle and eclairs and
    gelatins and buckets of ice cream, and vomit rose in her throat and threatened to
    pour out of her mouth all over the table. How, in the name of
    anything that was holy, could anyone possibly eat any
    more?!

    Hazel hastily waved off everything anyone offered her and closed her eyes so she
    would not have to look at it. If only she could do the same with her nose.

    The last nooks and crannies in people's bellies had to have been crammed full of
    dessert when the sweets faded away in the same manner as the entrees, and the old
    headmaster rose to his feet again. He cleared his throat, the sound echoing loudly as
    every voice had fallen silent the moment he stood. "Now that we are all fed and
    watered, I have just a few start-of-term notices to give you.

    "First years should note that the forest on the grounds is forbidden to all
    pupils. And a few of our older students would do well to remember that as well." At
    first Hazel thought he was giving a meaningful look at the table where she sat, but
    following the gazes of the rest of the Hufflepuffs it quickly became clear at he was
    instead focused on some people at the table between theirs and the nearest wall, the
    one beneath the banner of a lion. 'Weasleys', if she heard her dorm-mates' thoughts
    correctly.

    "I have also been asked by Mr. Filch, the caretaker, to remind you all that no
    magic should be used between classes in the corridors.

    "Quidditch trials will be held in the second week of the term. Anyone interested
    in playing for their House teams should contact Madam Hooch."

    The headmaster paused, just long enough to draw further attention to him. "And
    finally, I must tell you that this year, the third-floor corridor on the right-hand
    side is out of bounds to everyone who does not wish to die a very painful death."

    Some people laughed, mostly the older students, but even that sounded forced and
    uncertain. Confusion rippled throughout the student body, everyone's thoughts worded
    differently and yet echoing the same sentiment.

    "Painful death?!" Sally-Anne squeaked. "Why? Why not just close that hall or
    something if it's so dangerous?"

    "I don't know," the older boy who asked her about her lack of speaking said.
    "This is unusual. Normally weird stuff starts happening later in the year, not
    right at the first feast. That's where the Muggle Studies classroom is, but I
    don't remember anything else down that hallway. There shouldn't be anything all that
    dangerous in the area. And while Professor Dumbledore rarely tells anybody
    anything useful, this is vague even for him.

    "I'm Cedric, by the way. Cedric Diggory."

    Sally-Anne introduced both of them, anxiety still eating away at her. Hazel,
    however, was curious about what he didn't say out loud. 'Do
    things like this happen often around here? Dangerous things?'

    "I don't know about dangerous," chimed in another boy from
    further down the table, "but something strange is always going on in Hogwarts. Last
    year there was a massive school-wide prank war, although no one knows for sure who
    started it even if we are all pretty sure anyway. The year before that, the
    whole school got filled up with icebergs or something. Basically everything got
    frozen at one point or another, and you couldn't melt them. They had to go away on
    their own."

    "You missed the strangest one," a girl sitting next to Diggory said with a grin.
    "My first year, everyone relived the same day in February over and over and over
    again. Well, not everyone; the professors had no idea what was going on. It drove
    everybody a little crazy, and the OWL and NEWT students were even more anxious than
    they had been already. It's a good thing that sorted itself out because I don't
    think anybody had any clue what to do to make it stop."

    "That sounds… maybe not all that terrible," a boy from towards the other end of
    the table said.

    "Maybe not now, but after weeks of the same lessons and everything again and
    again?" challenged the older girl. "We don't know how long we were stuck – can't
    know, really – but the Ravenclaws said that we must have lived that one day over
    again for at least three months."

    If the older students were in such a sharing mood, Hazel suppose they wouldn't
    mind answering one of her questions. 'Why can't we go into the forest?'
    Forests and trees were some of her favorite places to be, so to hear that the massive
    forest right outside the school was off-limits was frustrating. If there was not an
    excellent reason for it, she knew which school rule was going to be broken almost
    immediately.

    "It's a dangerous place," Diggory said. "There are all sorts of monsters that are
    said to live there, like trolls and werewolves. Why the Gryffindors would want to
    go in there, I will never understand."

    Her ears perked up at that. Trolls she has never met, but news that there might be
    a commune of werewolves nearby was interesting. Interesting and concerning, actually,
    though not for the same reason other people might be worried. If werewolves lived
    this close to the school, were they allowed to buy wands and learn magic like
    everyone else? Or were British wizards just like their French cousins and denied
    werewolves the magic that was the wolves' birthright?

    People nearby suddenly broke out in song, everyone singing at different speeds,
    and they all looked around from the small cluster of conversation to find that the
    rest of the school had started singing along to words as directed by the headmaster.
    Professor Dumbledore waved his wand like a conductor's baton, but even more
    interesting than that was the ribbon that floated in front of him and twisted itself
    into lines of song lyrics. It was not the same as the fire-writing Marcel had taught
    her back in France, but the way he used that spells was to write one letter at a
    time. The ribbon, however, was more similar to how she used the fire-writing spell
    now with the aid of her ring, to create entire sentences at once.

    If there were that many similarities, then it was highly likely she would find
    other things she could convert to her own style or imitate. Maybe she had made the
    right decision coming here for school after all, she decided.

    "Ah, music," the headmaster said with a distant smile. "A magic beyond all we do
    here! And now, bedtime. Off you trot!"

    Everyone stood from the tables as pairs of students of each house called for their
    respective members to follow them. Hazel and Sally-Anne followed the crowd of
    Hufflepuffs as they left the Great Hall and made their way down a staircase and
    several hallways. Past portraits and paintings they walked, until they reached
    another hallway with alcoves filled with barrels and boxes and stacks of sacks. The
    older girl who was in the lead moved to the nearest collection of barrels. "First
    years, listen up! I am Aurelia Miller, one of your prefects. Every common room and
    dormitory in Hogwarts is hidden so we can have privacy from people in the other
    houses. Ours is not protected by passwords or riddles, though. There is no trickery.
    Quite the opposite, actually."

    She reached out and laid her hand flat against the lid on one of the barrels,
    specifically the barrel that sat in the middle of the second row from the bottom.
    "I'm letting all the house inside."

    Something that sounded big and heavy clicked behind the barrels, followed by many
    more just like the first. The barrel lid beneath her hand spun around until it was
    upside down, then the loudest click yet made itself heard. Both that barrel and the
    one beneath it fell quickly downwards and out of sight, and from Hazel's position at
    the edge of the crowd she could see darkness that was suddenly replaced by flagstones
    that appeared without preamble. There was no transition, just one moment there was
    shadow and the next stone.

    "Everyone head on in," Aurelia said, moving to the side so they could see a tunnel
    with a brightly lit room at the other end. "To get into our common room, all you have
    to do is say why you are trying to enter. If you tell the truth, you get to pass. If
    you lie… Let's just say there are consequences. People from other
    houses have to have a valid reason to enter as well, such as if one of us invites
    them. And when they don't…" She trailed off, her meaning clear.

    The crowd streamed through the tunnel into what Hazel assumed was the common room.
    It was full of low armchairs and wide sofas, thick rugs covering nearly every inch of
    the stone floor. It reminded Hazel in all honesty of the multitude of moss-covered
    rocks she had encountered throughout her journeys. Imagining the room as filled with
    fuzz did not change it too much from what she saw with her own eyes, and she
    snickered silently to herself.

    "For all the firsties, this is our common room," Aurelia told them. "After curfew
    and on days with bad weather, this is where you will probably find everyone, and a
    good chunk of us at most any other time, too. Curfew is at 10 o'clock at night until
    6 in the morning unless you have Astronomy class that night. When you go to bed is up
    to you, but if you stay up all night and miss class or can't pay attention, the
    professors won't cut you any slack." She pointed over to one wall, and Hazel along
    with the rest of the new students followed her finger to see a brass bell hanging
    from a bar that was shaped like a badger. "If you ever need Professor Sprout, who is
    our head of house, anyone can ring that bell. She will be able to hear it no matter
    where she is. Obviously, don't ring it if there isn't an actual emergency. She won't
    be too pleased to be woken up for nonsense, but so long as you really need to talk to
    her about something, she'll always be happy to make time for us."

    Pointing now to two hallways that curved downward and out of sight, she continued,
    "Those corridors lead to the dorms. Boys on the left, girls on the right. You'll know
    which room is your dorm because it has the number of your year on the door." She
    glanced over their faces and nodded to herself. "Like I said earlier, none of us have
    an actual bedtime, but you all look pretty tired. I think you should head off to bed
    so you can be ready for classes tomorrow."

    A hand grabbed Hazel's own, and she looked down to find Sally-Anne grasping onto
    her before she was pulled along by the other girl towards the girls' dormitory
    hallway. "That sounds like a marvelous idea, and Mum
    did say I should listen to the prefects when they told
    us to do things."

    Considering the other's girls thoughts sounded as sleepy as her voice likely
    would, Hazel chose not to put up a fight about it.

    The first year girls' room was, perhaps appropriately, the first one they came
    across as they walked down the hallway. The room was incredibly spacious with six
    beds pressed against opposite walls, each bed larger even than her aunt and uncle's
    and with canopies and yellow curtains hanging down to provide privacy from other
    people in the room. Despite the size, there was plenty of room for each bed to have
    its own nightstand and still be a reasonable distance from the next. Five of those
    beds had luggage of some kind sitting at their feet, but the one closest to the door
    on the right had an entirely different addition.

    As Hazel and Sally-Anne fully entered the room, a short green figure wearing a
    tunic that might have been made out of a pillowcase hopped off the end of the one bed
    without a trunk or suitcase and pattered over towards them on bare feet. "Hazel
    Potter," the creature said in a squeaky voice, its – her? – tennis-ball-sized eyes
    roving over Hazel's clothing. "Mipsy bes sorry, but we not finds your trunk on the
    train. We looks all over. If she not knows where it bes, Wellsy and Mipsy needs
    look in the Come and Go room for clothes for miss. Might looks for new clothes for
    miss anyway."

    "What in the world is that thing?!" Sally-Anne thought in fright, now
    fully awake once more and trying to tug Hazel backwards and away from the figure.

    Hazel gave Sally-Anne's hand a squeeze to reassure her before pulling free so she
    could use her fire writing ring. 'It's okay, Mipsy. I keep all my belongings in
    my bag.' She gave her handmade satchel a pat for emphasis. 'I appreciate you
    looking for my stuff, though.'

    "Miss is welcome. Hazel Potter thanks Mipsy? Few witches thanks Mipsy, but
    miss bes a good witch to defeat the Dark One. Miss bes a true Hufflypuffly."

    'If it is not rude to ask, what are you? I have never met someone like you
    before.'

    "Mipsy bes a house-elf, miss!" answered Mipsy with a wide smile. "We takes care of
    chores around the castle. Cleans clothes, cooks, sweeps, dusts. All things that needs
    doing, we does. Oh! Sorry, miss, but Mipsy bes needed back in the kitchens.
    Good night!"

    The house elf snapped her fingers, and through Hazel's fairy lens she saw the
    space behind Mipsy explode outward. In less than the span of a
    blink, Mipsy was replaced with a wisp of smoke that diffused into nothing.

    She blinked now that there was nothing to miss, and a moment later a thoughtful
    frown slid over her face. Now that was interesting. Thanks to her
    essentially moving into Diagon Alley after she received her Hogwarts letter, she had
    been able to watch wizards teleporting into and out of the Leaky Cauldron pub. They
    teleported by scrunching themselves up so small that she could not see them even with
    her fairy lens, and while she was obviously unable to see what her method looked
    like, her first style of jumping felt such a way that she could easily see it being
    similar or identical to the wizards' style. But this? Whatever method Mipsy had just
    used to teleport out of the room was something entirely different, and it had her
    intrigued.

    Now that it was just the two girls in the room, Sally-Anne's anxiety quieted down
    and the girl walked over to the left side of the room where her pink suitcase sat.
    "Why couldn't they have put my bed closer to Hazel's?" Sally-Anne thought.
    "I-I'm going to get ready for bed. Good night."

    'Good night, Sally-Anne.' Hazel wrote out before she walked closer to her
    own bed. Summoning her ghost hand, she pulled the curtains free from their sashes and
    quickly covered all the open spaces. Only then did she crawl in and sit in the middle
    of the bed. The curtains were nice and thick, turning the candlelight from within the
    room into nothing more than spots of soft glow, and she could already imagine that in
    the depths of winter they would add another layer of warmth to keep her
    comfortable.

    Flopping down on the bed, she rebounded slightly and giggled silently to herself.
    She had never been in a bed this fluffy or bouncy! She kicked off her boots and
    pulled off her satchel to lay beside her, and then she curled up and closed her
    eyes.

    Other girls came into the room and went to bed. The candles dimmed themselves.
    Footsteps echoed through the hallway and then went silent. And through it all, Hazel
    twisted and turned, her eyes never closing for more than five minutes at a time
    before she was shifting around again.

    This bed was objectively nicer than any she had ever seen before. It was soft as a
    cloud, and whenever she became still she could imagine herself sinking deep into it
    and out of sight. And yet, for all that she knew this was the kind of bed she
    should like having for herself…

    She sighed to herself and pushed herself upright. How was she supposed to sleep on
    something like this?! That sinking feeling was more disturbing than she could put
    into words. It was as she was not laying on something solid but instead was being
    swallowed up by fluff. There was not even a hint of support to be found.

    She was used to sleeping on floors or the hard-packed ground. While she had stayed
    in homes before, crashing with hags and werewolves, the formers' beds were straw
    pallets on the floor while the latter all slept on rigid cots. Even when she lived in
    a cupboard beneath the stairs, back when she was stuck with the Dursleys, she had
    only an old hard mattress placed on the bare floor.

    This bed, luxurious as it no doubt was, was just too soft for her
    to find comfortable. Add to that the feeling of her stomach being stuffed to the brim
    with food, and it was no surprise to her that she could not fall asleep. Glancing
    over to the side, she easily found a patch of blue and green feathers sitting next to
    the pillow. Are you awake, she asked her companion.

    A moment passed, and then the feathers rustled followed by a sleepy chirp.

    Lucky bird. Hazel slid the robe of her satchel over her head and reached
    around until her questing fingers landed on her boots. I'm going back to the
    common room if you want to join me.

    Morgan chirped again and moved around more until she picked him up and plopped him
    on her shoulder. The room was completely silent except for the sounds of muted
    breaths and gentle snores, and she crept as quietly as she possibly could so as not
    to disturb her new roommates. It was not their fault she could not sleep, and it
    would be poor manners indeed for her to rouse them.

    Digging in her bag for just an instant, she pulled out her staff and gave the
    smooth wood a squeeze. It was astonishing how comforting it was to have her staff
    back in her hands; for the last year or so it had always been in arm's reach, and
    while having it in her bag made sense in the boat and during the feast, its absence
    had left her with a feeling of insecurity that was only now fading away.

    The butt of her staff tapped ever so quietly against the stone floors when she
    entered the empty common room. Everyone else had clearly decided against any
    late-night adventures and gone to bed already, leaving only embers glowing fitfully
    in the fireplace behind. Those embers were barely enough for her to see the shapes of
    the couches and armchairs in the dark, but barely was fine by her. She walked past
    them, hesitating only briefly at one couch in the middle of the room before
    continuing on. Those chairs and couches were all overstuffed, and she had little hope
    that they would make for a more comfortable sleeping place than the bed she had
    already left.

    Instead, her destination was a little further on. Her fingers bumped into a hard
    stone wall, and then she walked to the side until her hand met a second wall. It was
    not at a right angle to the first wall the way most buildings were arranged, but
    since the common room had looked mostly circular at first glance, that was no
    surprise. This corner was good enough.

    She pressed her back against the second wall she had found and slid down until her
    rear pressed against the thick carpet. For all the fluff of the carpet, she could
    still feel the floor beneath it, and that was what she really wanted. Hazel rested
    the side of her head against the first wall and closed her eyes. Her belly was still
    uncomfortable, but it was not so distracting now that she was upright, and she did
    not feel afloat and suffocating now.

    Other people might disagree with her, but she did not care. This was so much
    better.

    

    And the culture shock begins…

    Regarding the entrance to the Hufflepuff common room, I know I've changed
    it from how it's described in Pottermore. Primarily because their 'security measure'
    of knocking five times is BEYOND idiotic. Ravenclaw's isn't great, either, but at
    least it actually resets and succeeds in keeping some people out.

    Silently Watches out.
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    saxcuL. the all-knowing: Tonks actually ISN'T in Hogwarts at this
    time. The earliest she could have graduated was at the end of the 90-91 school year,
    i.e. a few months before Hazel starts. We know this from canon because Auror training
    is 3 years long and she trained under Moody, but Moody was retired before the start
    of Harry's fourth year. Therefore she would have had to start her training before
    Harry started Hogwarts.

    GingerFury: Hazel did not go to Paimponte Forest, nor do I have
    any plans for her to do so. Partly because it doesn't make a whole lot of sense to me
    for Merlin, an Anglo-Saxon mythological figure, to be buried in France; partly
    because she already found an effigy and tribute to Merlin within Britain, which
    satisfied her curiosity on that matter.

    "How is Hazel supposed to get into her common room if the security measure
    is voice activated?": Come now, do you really think I would be so dastardly
    as to lock Hazel out of her own common room if she's by herself? Even if every other
    other house's security is voice activated and Hogwarts has never had a mute student
    before?

    …On second thought, don't answer that question. ;-)

    

    Chapter 33
The World of Humans

    Noise came from in front of Hazel, and she blinked her eyes open as the gurgling
    sound cut through the haze of sleep. She looked around the room she sat in and
    staggered to her feet before her memory caught up with her waking mind. Right, she
    was in the Hufflepuff common room. In Hogwarts.

    She shook her head, tossing out the last of the cobwebs and rubbing sleep out of
    her eyes. She had always been a light sleeper, first because the Dursleys hated
    'laziness' if it was she who was getting any sleep and afterwards when she was on her
    own because sleeping deeply was a quick recipe to be caught unawares. Her neck
    cracked as she rolled her head around on her shoulders, disturbing Morgan out of his
    own rest on her shoulder where he had cuddled too close to her neck for her to move
    it without pushing him back. He twittered unhappily at her, and even if she could not
    see him she could still feel him fluff up into a grumpy puffball.

    Don't give me that attitude, she told him. We both know you're going
    to go straight back to sleep like you always do. Ignoring the pinch of his tiny
    claws as he tightened his grip on her shirt, she finished her stretching and glanced
    down at the wrinkles that were already forming in her clothing. She could not help
    but scrunch her nose in displeasure at the sight. She normally slept in her clothes,
    had for years now, but none of them looked as rumpled after only one night as these
    did. She had not even worn them a full day yet!

    Maybe this was the real reason the supply list had called for three changes of
    robes? Because nobody could wear them for even a single day without them looking like
    they had been crumpled up and neglected?

    Wizards don't make any sense, she told her friend with a shake of her
    head. Who in their right mind would want clothing this delicate? All her other
    clothing was sturdier, and she silently lamented the fact that from what Sally-Anne
    understood, they were required to wear robes any day they had classes. That meant
    probably five days out of the week she had to wear these uncomfortable, fragile
    clothes. They were just awful!

    Still, at least she had a solution to one of her problems. Stretching her fingers
    over her clothing, she let the blue ripples of her cleaning spell wash over the
    fabric. Small spots of oil stains from dinner the previous night shrank into nothing,
    and the wrinkles pulled themselves tight. The entire robe stretched a little farther
    towards the floor as a result. She pushed deeper, sending the magic
    down through the robes to scour her body clean as well before redirecting it into her
    socks and her boots. The socks tingled and twitched against the soles of her feet,
    and only when that ticklish sensation ended did she cut off the spell.

    There! No one could tell that she had looked like a crumpled sheet of paper just
    thirty seconds before.

    She was not quite ready to call it enough just yet, though. She had one more spell
    to use. Sticking two fingers down her throat, she called up a variant of her cleaning
    spell to sweep out all the gunk in her mouth. This was not something she had worried
    about when she started her travels, but while she was trekking across Yugoslavia she
    had developed a recurrent toothache that eventually became so painful she was tempted
    to start robbing druggists' stores for pain medicine. It took her a week of using her
    healing spell on herself on a near hourly basis before the pain and the lump that had
    formed under one of her bottom canine teeth went away, and once that was accomplished
    she made sure she came up with a spell that would keep her teeth clean so she would
    not have to put up with it again.

    The cleaning magic she had released pushed past her lips with the sound of rushing
    wind, and she rubbed her tongue around the inside of her cheeks to get rid of the
    weird dryness that the spell always seemed to leave behind. She huffed into the palm
    of her hand and nodded after giving it a sniff. Her breath might not smell like
    grapes or mint like toothpaste had when she still lived with her aunt and uncle, but
    it did not smell bad. It did not smell like much of anything,
    really.

    She stood a step away from the wall for another ten seconds or so waiting for any
    more sounds or movement before huffing to herself. Had she been woken by nothing more
    than pipes gurgling or something of the like? She hoped not, if only so she did not
    have several more hours to wait before anything of note happened. With nothing else
    to do, she gave the overstuffed armchairs and sofas a suspicious and unsure look
    before walking up to a couch and tentatively seating herself on the cushion.

    Just like the bed had last night, it immediately tried to gobble her up, but at
    least the couch could only suck in so much of her butt before there was nowhere else
    for her to go. Propping her staff against the arm on her side of the couch, she dug
    into her satchel and pulled out a pen and the copy of 1000 Magical Herbs and
    Fungi she had taken from Flourish and Blotts. She was already familiar with the
    idea of plants having mystical properties as that information was present throughout
    folklore, so finding so many plants she had already heard of within the pages was not
    too much of a shock, but what was really surprising was that wizards attributed
    completely different properties to some of those plants than what she had read
    previously. It was quite strange how much ideas could shift in the span of
    centuries.

    Gradually more sounds came from the hallways to the dorms, convincing her that the
    sound she thought she heard when she woke was indeed real, and eventually a few older
    teens entered the common room and headed to other armchairs and couches scattered
    throughout the room. They then waved their wands and uttered the same incantation,
    and one after another little desks with legs and feet like those of fancy tables or
    bathtubs ran over to them and jumped up onto their laps. Parchment and ink came from
    their own bags, and soon they were finishing up homework or writing letters home or,
    in the case of one girl with bright yellow and purple hair, drafting what sounded
    from her thoughts like a chapter in an embarrassingly lurid romance novel.

    A soft wind chime-like sound tinkled throughout the room perhaps thirty minutes
    later, which seemed like the signal for several of the students to pack their work up
    with various mental grumbling and dismiss the lap desks to go back to the basket from
    whence they came. They then got up and moved to the door out of the common room to
    depart.

    The two-toned hair girl, on the other hand, looked around the room after putting
    her writings away and walked over to Hazel. "Morning. You're one of the firsties,
    right? Surprised she's up so early, especially on her first day. An early bird, I
    guess? Hopefully she isn't one of the annoyingly chipper ones."

    'Yes. I'm Hazel. Good morning to you, too.'

    That got the girl blinking as thoughts ran through her head at lightning speed.
    "Hazel? As in Hazel Potter? She looks so much
    weirder than I thought she was going to. Nice to meet you. I'm Sidonia, one of
    the prefects for Hufflepuff. I'm glad I was up early this morning to catch you before
    you left and missed the tour. What are you reading?"

    An easy fifteen minutes passed while Hazel and Sidonia waited for the rest of the
    first years to arrive, most of them filled by Sidonia relaying all sorts of
    information about various plants they would work with throughout the years of school.
    The older girl was, by her own admission, near the top of her year in the Herbology
    class and had earned an 'O' in her Herbology OWL – which led to a quick side
    conversation about the standardized tests witches were expected to take and how
    grades worked in wizard school – and that in turn meant she had a wealth of knowledge
    she was willing to share. Once other people started showing up, starting with
    Sally-Anne and a couple of the other girls who shared the dorm Hazel had been
    assigned, the conversation with the older girl moved to asking them about themselves.
    Throughout it all, Sidonia remained legitimately interested, her thoughts reflecting
    her words and tone as she started cataloging all the information the other girls and
    eventually the boys voiced to her.

    Once everyone had shown up and at least had a chance to introduce themselves, the
    older girl raised her hands above her head and made a 'quiet down' motion. "Well,
    it's nice to meet you all. Like I told several of you, I'm Sidonia Smith, and I'm the
    sixth-year girl prefect for our house. It's tradition that different prefects will
    guide you around on the first week to and from the Great Hall when we can. As long as
    you can make your way back there if you get lost, it will be easier for you to get
    wherever you actually wanted to go. I'll guide you there for breakfast, and then
    Devin will take over and give you a quick tour of the castle. But there's no reason
    to worry about that until we get some food in our bellies. Let's get moving!"

    A dismissive sound came from a blond boy standing in the middle of the crowd of
    first-years. "Of course she would want to guide us around. Always has to be the
    perfect prefect. We don't need to be led around like little kids. We can get to
    breakfast just fine on our own."

    His declaration prompted doubtful and worried looks across the rest of the kids
    Hazel's age and an exasperated eye roll from Sidonia. "Is he really being a
    little shite before he even starts his first day? If you think you are too good
    for Hufflepuff's traditions, Zacharias, you are more than welcome to bring it up with
    Devin and the rest of the prefects. Or go off and wander around all on your own," she
    told him in a voice as sweet as poisoned honey. "Honestly, how he avoided being a
    Gryffindor I haven't a clue. Maybe if Mum and Dad had walloped him more when he was
    growing up he wouldn't be such a pain in the arse. For anyone who
    wants some help getting around, go ahead and follow me."

    Unsurprisingly, everyone followed the prefect out of the common room, even
    Zacharias although not without substantial internal grumbling. The hallway she led
    them down was the exact one they had walked the night previously, although without a
    gluttony-induced stupor it was far easier for Hazel to pay attention to the various
    twisting turns they needed to take in order to make it to the massive and elaborate
    staircase that Sidonia told them was their best bet to get around the castle. Other
    staircases existed, but this one was the largest and also the 'least temperamental',
    whatever that was supposed to mean.

    The word itself, Hazel understood, but how would that possibly apply to a set of
    stairs?

    The Great Hall appeared even larger at first glance than it had the previous
    night, and it took Hazel until they were all sitting at the designated Hufflepuff
    table to realize that it was due to the simple fact that the entire school was not
    packed to the brim within it. Only a couple of teachers were seated at the staff
    table at the back of the hall, and she estimated less than half the student body was
    present at the moment as well. Food was already spread out over the length of the
    table, but it was thankfully in a less nauseating quantity than the excessive feast
    they had previously been impressed by.

    A feast that was still weighing down her gut as if she had
    swallowed a bowling ball. Turning away from the plates of pancakes and bowls of baked
    beans, she reached instead for a pot of tea sitting just at the edge of her arm's
    reach and poured herself a cup. The tea was strong and dark, hitting her with smells
    she had not experienced since she left Privet Drive. She had never been allowed a
    cuppa, of course, but Uncle Vernon—

    She shook her head. No, that was going to stop. The Dursleys had been part of her
    life for long enough. She had left them physically years ago; it was time to move on
    internally as well. Vernon had always liked a cup of tea in the
    morning, and it felt like that was one of the few kitchen chores that her aunt had
    not foisted upon her. Mostly because the few times she had made him tea he complained
    that it did not taste right despite it literally being nothing more than leaves in
    hot water.

    Pulling in a deep breath of the steam, she took a sip of the still very hot
    liquid. The heat burned the inside of her mouth and then her throat when she tried to
    swallow it quickly to get it out of her mouth. Coughs racked her chest for several
    seconds before it finally abated. Morgan chirped in concern, and she shook her head.
    I'm starting to worry about eating around here, Morgan. This is the second time
    in less than a day that I've choked on something or other. At this rate, I won't make
    it through a week.

    "Are you okay, Hazel?" asked Sally-Anne, who was looking over at her worriedly.
    "That was a really nasty cough. She isn't getting sick with something, is
    she?"

    'Tea was too hot.'

    "Oh, that's good. Not that it's good that she burned herself, but good that it
    wasn't anything worse. Maybe have something else while that cools? Hannah says
    they have pumpkin juice?" She shook the goblet in her hand, the motion setting the
    liquid inside to sloshing.

    Hazel looked at her for several long seconds in incomprehension, causing the other
    girl to fidget. 'What?' she finally wrote.

    "I-I know, it sounds weird t-to me, too. I didn't know pumpkins
    had juice. I think m-m-maybe it's a wizard
    thing?"

    It would have to be. The werewolves certainly did not drink it, nor did the hags.
    That certainly made it sound like it was a wizard oddity, but she could not rule out
    the possibility that it was a uniquely British thing and that was the reason why her
    friends on the Continent did not partake. More importantly… 'Is it any
    good?'

    There was a pause that filled Hazel with a kind of dread. "I don't know,"
    Sally-Anne said after a moment to think. "It's not normal… different? K-Kind
    of like orange juice b-but sweeter and not as sour?"

    Sweetened orange juice? Hazel wrinkled her nose and waved away the offer. The tea
    might be too hot, but at least it was bland and soothed the lingering ache in her
    belly. Something sweet like that would probably make her hurl. 'Thank you, but
    I'm good with just my tea.'

    "That's a wicked trick," another girl with her blonde hair in two high ponytails
    asked. "I wish I had been closer when I saw you doing it last night, but I
    didn't get a chance to ask. Who taught you how to do it? It's so much better than
    passing notes around in class. Or it would be if you can write it small enough to
    hide it under your desk where the teachers can't see."

    'A man I met named Marcel. He was expelled from wizard school when he was
    turned into a werewolf, but he still knows a lot of useful things.'

    Anything else she would have added was cut off when she saw how so many people
    nearby jerked backwards in shock, their fear slamming into her like the slap of the
    spirit in the scoured clearing. Everyone's eyes were wide and fixed on her.
    'What?' she asked when no one said a word.

    "A… a werewolf?" repeated a redheaded girl sitting next to the blonde, her face
    turning pale enough that a smattering of freckles on her cheeks became visible.
    "I thought they weren't allowed to have wands. When you're expelled, your wand is
    supposed to get snapped. You're sure he was a werewolf? And he didn't bite
    you?"

    Hazel frowned at the girl, then her eyes roamed over the rest of the knot of kids
    around her now listening intently even if they had ignored her before. She knew
    werewolves were feared in France, and this seemed to be answering her questions from
    the previous night about whether that attitude was likewise present here in Britain.
    Still, the question the redhead asked was strange and concerning in its own right.
    The only werewolf who had ever thought about biting people when he was in his human
    form was Fenrir, and even Jean Luc had responded to that attitude with shock and
    horror.

    Then again, Fenrir also thought lycanthropy was a good thing, a blessing rather
    than a curse, so while the idea of him biting and changing her had frightened her at
    the time she knew he had made the suggestion in good faith and not cruelty. Even if
    it was an offer she had no intention of accepting.

    'Of course he didn't bite me. How could he have taught me anything if he was
    furry at the time?'

    "That still doesn't explain how she could be this calm about talking to a
    werewolf?! Even for the Girl-Who-Lived, that's too
    much. Not even Gryffindors are that brave!" The blonde with the pigtails visibly
    took a breath, and when she next spoke her voice was mostly calm with only a mild
    quaver to it. If Hazel did not know the depths of her fear, she might have even
    missed it. "Can you teach us how to do the spell, though? Like the incantation and
    stuff? Oh Merlin, but if she learned it from a werewolf, doesn't that make it
    dark magic?! O-O-Only if it's not a bad spell or something!"

    'I actually don't remember the incantation,' she admitted after racking
    her memory. She was sure Marcel had mentioned it. He used wizard magic, after all,
    and he had demonstrated the spell with his wand. She just could not recall what he
    had said the words and motion were, and she knew herself well enough to suspect that
    she had not paid them any attention in the first place. By that point she already
    knew her magic was different from the wizards', and such things – while of vital
    importance to them – meant less than nothing to her.

    "Sure you don't," said Zacharias in a sarcastic voice that was clearly intended to
    be heard by the entire group. "Who would remember how to cast the spell they learned
    from a friendly werewolf? Who does she think she's trying to
    fool here? Is being the precious Girl-Who-Lived not good enough for her that she has
    to make things up too?" He shared a look with another boy at the table and
    mouthed something, getting an answering nod. "Good. The girls might be too stupid
    to know she's lying, but hopefully the other guys will be able to see through
    her."

    Contrary to his thoughts, his words seemed like they struck a chord with the
    girls, and both the blonde and the redhead frowned. "Could he be right? How can
    she say she doesn't know the spell when she's using it?" the blonde thought. She
    shared a glance with the redhead, who had also turned to look at her. "Susan
    looks doubtful, too. But she's Hazel Potter, the Girl-Who-Lived! Why would she lie
    about this?"

    "I think he's right," was what Hazel heard from the now-named Susan.
    "There is no way someone who was expelled and became a werewolf would keep their
    wand. Even if Professor Dumbledore didn't snap it, the Ministry would. Aunty always
    says you can tell if someone is lying by figuring out what they would get out of it.
    What does Potter get out of this?"

    In the ensuing silence, a young man stood up from farther down the Hufflepuff
    table and walked towards them. He held a stack of papers in one hand, and as he got
    closer he pulled the top one off the stack with his other hand. "Good morning," he
    told them, his eyes flicking around at each one of them. "I wonder what has them
    all in a tizzy. Is it because they have a celebrity in their midst? I am Devin
    Fredrickson, and I'm one of your seventh-year prefects. I have here your schedules
    for the year. Can you pass them out?" he asked one of the boys. Keeping the top sheet
    for himself, he handed the rest of the stack to the boy. "Once you are all finished
    with breakfast, we are going on a quick tour of the castle so you can see where some
    of your classrooms are and the fastest ways to get there. The professors don't like
    it when you're late to their classes, and some of them, namely McGonagall and
    Snape, won't care that it's your first week in the castle."

    The boy handed Hazel and Sally-Anne their schedules, and she took a look at it. If
    she was reading it right, there was only a single section of the calendar that had
    any writing under the Monday column, namely Charms followed immediately by lunch.
    'Is this right?' she asked. 'We only have one class today?'

    "That's right. Looks like you have light Mondays and Fridays. You go to each class
    twice a week with breaks in between. Those breaks are important because the
    professors' essays normally aren't about stuff you can just copy out of the
    textbooks. You need to go digging in other books if you want a good grade. The
    library stays open after dinner for an hour or so, but it closes well before curfew,
    and that means those between-class breaks are best used to work on your homework. If
    you're really fast about it, not that any of you firsties will be, I've seen
    people finish off their homework during their breaks and have the whole rest of the
    night after dinner to goof around and have fun.

    "But we can talk more about the classes themselves during the tour," he continued
    hastily when he saw several people raise their hands. "For now, focus on finishing
    your breakfast. It's the most important meal of the day, and while Mondays don't look
    so bad for you, you can be sure you will have days that will wear you down if you
    don't eat in between."

    He gave Sidonia a nod, prompting her to push away her empty plate. "Which on that
    note, I should get a move on. My year has Charms first today, so I'll see all of your
    smiling faces right after. Ta ta!"

    Hazel was one of the few people who gave her a wave as she departed, and then she
    leaned back slightly on the bench seat and watched as the rest of her fellow new
    students piled food on their plates and dug in. A sickened feeling came over her as
    she watched. She knew she had eaten less than they had last night; how could they
    still be hungry?

    "Aren't you hungry?" Sally-Anne asked, looking up from the pancakes stacked on her
    plate. "You aren't eating anything. Something has to look good to her. There's
    just so much food, stuff I've never even seen
    before!"

    She waved her hand dismissively. 'I ate too much at dinner last night. I still
    don't have any room.'

    "Ate too much? I don't remember her eating that much stuff. And I don't think
    I saw her eating any dessert at all. O-Okay. If you say so." Sally-Anne shot her
    a disbelieving glance before returning to her own breakfast.

    Those brown eyes popped up over the next several minutes to glance at her some
    more, a vague sense of suspicion lurking behind them.

    

    "…And here we are back at the Charms classroom. Just in time, too," Devin told
    them as he waved towards the door of the classroom on the fifth floor of the castle
    with a flourish.

    Hazel looked back the way they had come and blew her breath out in a puff. She now
    understood why the prefects wanted to give them a tour, and also why Sidonia had
    described the stairs the way she had. After nearly two years living out on her own in
    the world, she had become very familiar with getting herself lost and subsequently
    un-lost. It was a necessary skill if she wanted to get anywhere.

    But this castle? She could already tell this castle was going to push that ability
    to the limit. Staircases that moved themselves up and down between different landings
    like crazy elevators. People in paintings that would talk and leave their frames to
    go chat with the subjects of other paintings. Doors that sometimes were doors but
    sometimes weren't doors or maybe were doors only if she did a particular thing on a
    particular day. Secret passages that would move them from one floor to another floor
    without ever sloping up or down, or worse, would slant downhill only to arrive on a
    floor higher than the one where she started!

    She was used to navigating off the stars or with minimal landmarks, but this
    blasted building was going out of its way to make sure she had no stable landmarks
    from which to orient herself! She had never run into living objects before yesterday,
    but now she was surrounded by them, and all of them had attitudes.

    "The class that's in there should get out in just a few minutes," he continued,
    "so I'll leave you guys here. Professor Flitwick doesn't mind people showing up for
    class early, and honestly that's probably why it's always the first-years' first
    class. Another prefect will swing by at the end of class to pick you up and make
    sure you get down to the Great Hall for lunch. Have a good time in class!"

    Soon enough the door opened, and they all moved closer to the wall on either side
    to let the older students pass without getting trampled. Sure enough, Sidonia was
    among them, and she gave them a friendly wave as she passed before turning back to
    her conversation with another girl, although this one had blue on her tie and robes
    instead of the yellow Hazel and all the rest of the new Hufflepuffs wore. Only once
    the room appeared empty did they move forwards to slip inside.

    Appearances turned out to be deceiving, however. After about half the group had
    entered, a sound came from behind the podium and a man's head poked up above it.
    "Who is— Ah! Yes, of course. You must be the first-year Hufflepuffs. I
    always forget that they come in so early the first day of the year. I am
    Professor Flitwick. Go ahead and choose your seats, two at a table. I need to put
    these papers in my office, but I'll be right back out in a few minutes."

    The professor walked fully into view, and Hazel blinked in surprise as it became
    obvious how he had been so easily hidden by his podium. The man was shorter even than
    she was, wearing what had to be carefully tailored robes so he would not look like he
    was wearing a child's clothing. Had she ever seen an adult who was that short?

    Not one who was human, but now that she looked at his hands and the last glimpse
    she had of his nose before he turned away from them to walk through the door in the
    back of the room, she thought she might have seen people who looked similar. Not
    identical, no, but similar.

    He looks a little bit like the goblins, doesn't he, she asked Morgan as
    she seated herself at one table and promptly was joined by Sally-Anne. He did not
    have the green skin or the yellow eyes, but his body structure definitely bore a
    resemblance. Not that she had seen much of the goblins for all that they ran the bank
    on Diagon Alley. Tom, the bartender for the Leaky Cauldron pub, had been the person
    who told her about them, had even recommended she convert her normal money into gold
    and silver to make it easier for her to buy things. The one time she walked close to
    the massive marble building, however, she had been able to hear very clearly just how
    the guards in front of the building viewed humans. Her especially, as despite no one
    else noticing a thing when she took the blond man's money earlier that day they were
    immediately able to peg her as a thief. The following thoughts that painted a lurid
    picture of what they did to thieves had been enough to send her elsewhere as quickly
    as she could go.

    She had no desire to see what her own insides looked like, thank you very
    much.

    More people trickled in while the professor was within his office. These people
    all had green ties, but Hazel was not immediately sure what house they represented
    until she spotted the broad shape of Millicent, the girl who crossed the lake in the
    same boat as herself and Sally-Anne. It was one of the only people whose Sorting she
    paid attention to, mostly because it was one of the three people she recognized,
    which meant these must be the first-year Slytherins joining them for class.

    Was this class special, she wondered, or were all their classes going to be with
    at least one other house of students?

    Professor Flitwick returned to the classroom, a little surprised but mostly
    pleased that his whole class was present so early, and immediately jumped into
    calling out names from a scroll of parchment on the podium. Hazel quickly saw an
    opportunity of her own and paid attention as best she could to who responded to what
    name. Hearing thoughts was all well and good, but almost nobody thought their own
    name where she could hear it.

    "Welcome to Charms class," the professor said as he rolled up the scroll of names.
    "Charms is the branch of magic that you will find yourself turning to the most often
    throughout your lives. While Transfiguration concerns itself with changing one object
    into another and Defense Against the Dark Arts is essential should you find yourself
    in danger, all other magic you could wish to use to affect the world around you falls
    under the immense umbrella of charms.

    "Because the breadth of this class is so great, our first month of class will be
    dedicated to giving you a reasonable grounding in the fundamental ideas of magic and
    how to use your wands. Despite what some of you may think," he added in a sharper
    voice when several people groaned, "there is more to magic than swinging your wand
    around like a toy. Every motion of the wand, every syllable of an incantation,
    affects what you do when you cast a spell. There is a well-known tale, even if it
    is probably just a teaching fable, of a wizard named Baruffio who mispronounced
    a single letter while trying to hang a painting on his wall and conjured a buffalo
    upon his own chest! I cannot force you to pay attention and use your magic with
    caution, but I can make sure that if you wind up blowing yourselves up that it will
    be your own damn fault."

    The ending of that short story sent a frisson of fear through the class, and never
    before was Hazel so glad that she did not require incantations for her own abilities.
    Not once had she ever had a spell backfire or do something as different from her
    desires as this story depicted. Not work at all, absolutely; that had been the case
    with conjuring fire for the span of many months before she finally figured out her
    spark-snap. Be helpful even, such as when she first teleported and when she tried to
    heal the sapling she broke in Shervage Wood? Yes. But not twist itself into something
    else.

    Did it have to do with where she drew her powers from compared to wizards? Druids,
    as best as she could determine from folklore and her own experience, derived their
    magical powers from nature. It was part of why her magic worked better on living
    things and how she had turned a simple tree branch into a living staff using nothing
    but meditation. It was also how she was able to communicate with wild spirits, like
    when she bargained for her fairy lens and when she asked for help tracking the magic
    boar alongside Grégoire.

    But if her magic ultimately came from a connection to nature, where did a wizard's
    power come from?

    As Professor Flitwick started describing and comparing how the motion of a wand
    directed the 'flow' of a spell, she could not help but mull that over in light of her
    question. Was the reason wizard spells could be so unpredictable due to the wands
    themselves, perhaps? She could not help but recall that Mr. Ollivander had made it
    clear that wands had their own thoughts and made their own choices. Was that the
    difference, that there were in essence two minds of a sort involved
    in any spell a wizard wanted to cast?

    Might it be that a wizard's power came from a wand or other magical item, and that
    was why they were so dependent on wands to the point that they couldn't cast spells
    without one? It sounded like a simple enough explanation, but the books she had read
    mentioned that underage witches typically had uncontrolled bursts of magic before
    they were given a wand. That meant it could not be magic pulled from an object.

    Hazel frowned and tapped the page of her notebook with her pen. When something was
    not working or was not making sense, she had learned that the best way forward was to
    go backwards instead and look at where she might have made a mistake. Maybe it was
    not that the druids' power originated from nature but instead were
    directed or channeled through it? When she meditated, she was giving some of her
    magic to the world and taking some of its magic in return. Her own spells, then, was
    not purely hers. It was hers and nature's combined.

    Wizards, on the other hand, did not need to meditate, and none of the books she
    read in Flourish and Blotts so much as mentioned it. They relied only on themselves
    and their wands. Could it be that her connection to nature was a stabilizing force
    they lacked?

    She shook her head. All she had was questions, and the more she tried to draw a
    coherent conclusion the more grey areas she ran into. This, she reminded herself, was
    the main reason she had agreed to come to Hogwarts in the first place. The library
    Devin had showed them during the tour was far larger than the bookstore. She had a
    far better chance of getting the answers she wanted from here than anywhere else.

    By the time the bell that signaled the end of the class period tolled, Hazel was
    past the point of antsy and was feeling nearly claustrophobic. She remembered what
    primary school had been like back in Little Whinging, albeit with the memories
    themselves getting fuzzy over time, but no matter how hard she thought back she could
    not remember enduring this much stress from just sitting at a desk and listening to
    teachers lecture.

    Once she was done with her own ponderings and puzzlings, the only other thing she
    had been able to do was write down stuff about wands that she would never and could
    never use. Ten minutes of that later, she developed an urge to just get up and
    go somewhere, and that urge continued to build and build to the
    point that it was nearly overwhelming. If the bell had not rung when it did, she
    would have undoubtedly lasted only another couple of minutes before she threw caution
    to the wind, wrapped herself in her ignore-me smoke, and wandered off in search of
    something to do.

    Was it because it was information that was useless to her? Unlike potions or the
    Making or even hunting, this was stuff that she – once again – could never use. This
    was all stuff she needed to memorize for exams, and after that it would never once be
    relevant. Looking over her notes, she shrugged to herself. Maybe it was, and that
    would make sense. If it was not, if it was something else, she was sure she would
    figure it out. After she took an hour or so to stretch her legs and
    look at something other than the walls of this single room.

    Everyone else started shoving their rolls of parchment and quill pens and bottles
    of ink into backpacks and satchels, and once more Hazel gave the supplies other
    people had a strange look. It was not just the wizard-born; even Nés-Moldus like
    Sally-Anne were using quills instead of a ballpoint pen like she had. Was that
    something she was supposed to purchase? Shoving her hand into her satchel, she called
    her school letter into her grasp and checked the attached supply list. No, quills and
    ink and parchment were not listed at all.

    Perhaps it was left to people's preference? If that were the case, her own
    preference would be to stick with her notebooks. They looked to be much more tidy
    than wrangling multiple rolls of parchment.

    While everyone else had by now stood and started walking towards the door, she
    remained standing at the side of her desk. She waved Sally-Anne to go on without her
    and instead walked to the front of the room where Professor Flitwick still stood at
    his lectern rearranging his notes. From this closer perspective, she could see that
    he was actually standing on a stool behind that lectern so he would be able to see
    over it. He glanced up at the sound of her staff tapping on the stone floor and gave
    her a smile. "How odd. Normally it is only my Ravenclaws who want to talk after
    class, particularly on the first day. Did you have a question, Miss Potter?"

    She gave him a nod. 'A few, actually. If you have time to talk.'

    "I wouldn't be much of a teacher if I didn't make time for my students," he said
    with a chuckle, although his thoughts took a bit of a darker turn. "I see Minerva
    was not joking when she said that Miss Potter is mute. That is going to cause some
    problems, no matter what she thinks. It is almost as if she doesn't realize how
    many sixth-years have trouble with nonverbal
    casting."

    'Well, the first thing is about something you said. You said wand motions give
    structure to spells.' She left the question floating in the air until he gave a
    nod. 'Is that the only way to give structure to spells, or are there others? And
    if that is enough, why do you need incantations in the first place?'

    She knew already that there were other ways to work with magic.
    Potions and the Making and her own mental tools did that just fine. This was a
    question that had come to mind as the litany of different wand motions went on and
    on. If only a wand motion could structure a wizard spell, would that mean that her
    tools would follow completely different rules than a spell? Or, more bluntly, was
    there anything that wizard classes could teach her that would be relevant at all or
    would she be entirely on her own?

    "Why am I not surprised that her first question would be about
    incantations?" he thought to himself. "To answer the first part, yes, there are
    a few other ways to structure spells. Runes are the method that immediately comes to
    mind, and it is possible to turn a given spell into an arrangement of runes and
    repeatedly cast it that way. It is a very inflexible means of doing so as the spell
    cannot be altered from how the rune script was written and not all or even
    most spells can be converted in such a way, but it is possible.

    "Now, regarding incantations, which I suspect is the more important question of
    the two for you—" Professor Flitwick cut himself off and turned his head to look
    fully at the door. "Ah, Mr. Andersen. If you wanted to attend the NEWT course, I'm
    afraid that was first period."

    Hazel turned around to find an older boy had stepped inside while she and the
    professor were talking. He gave the professor an anemic smile. "Two more years of
    charms class? That sounds like torture to me. No, Professor. I was just going to
    collect Potter before I took the Hufflepuffs back to the Great Hall for lunch."

    "Ah. Hufflepuff solidarity, of course. That's quite all right, Mr.
    Andersen. I can escort Miss Potter down to the Great Hall in a few minutes. Unless
    those were your only two questions?" She shook her head, leading the professor to
    wave the prefect away.

    Once the door was closed, Professor Flitwick turned back to her. "Now, where were
    we? Oh, yes. Incantations. As best as magical theorists have been able to determine,
    an incantation does not give structure to the spell necessarily, but
    it instead gives force. Potency. Most wizards will note that when
    they cast spells without speaking, they are harder to get working and have weaker
    effects, but when they become excited and shout their spells are more potent. There
    is some degree of debate about this point, of course, primarily about whether that
    has more to do with the mindset of the caster at the time and whether people casting
    spells silently expect them to be weaker while people who are more stimulated
    subconsciously put more effort behind the casting, but overall whichever side of this
    debate is correct has limited practical impact."

    Huh. That fit with what she had read in various books, but his answer put a
    different spin on it and raised another question. 'Does that mean that spells a
    wizard casts silently will always be weaker, or is that something that can be
    trained?'

    "That is a complicated matter. People are able to train themselves to cast silent
    spells at the same strength as a spoken spell, yes, but everyone I have spoken to on
    the subject has noticed that it only impacts individual spells rather than all the
    spells they know. Duelists, for example, typically lean harder on a small selection
    of spells, and some of those will become more potent over time even
    when cast nonverbally. Spells they do not routinely use, however, are
    unaffected."

    'I think I understand. It isn't that wizards can learn how to cast silently
    better. They only master a certain spell well enough that it doesn't matter how they
    cast it.' He nodded in agreement, so she continued, 'Another question.
    Reading several books in the bookstore on Diagon Alley, I noticed that most history
    books only talked about how magic has developed since the Roman Empire. Some of them
    even claim that the Romans were the first people to study magic, which I know to be
    wrong. Do you know of any books that would talk about how magic was used and taught
    earlier than that? Especially anything that was about the origin of magic in the
    first place?'

    "Now that is an interesting question," Professor Flitwick said as he looked away
    and inwards. It was as if he was talking only partly to her and partly instead to
    himself. "I really don't know. I don't think anyone has ever asked me that. Or if
    I have ever thought about it, either. I know that a lot of magical history has
    been lost to the mists of time, and this is likely among that. We only have the
    history we do possess because the Romans were such excellent chroniclers of the world
    around them and the people they encountered. It is something I wish we could ask
    Cuthbert to weigh in on. If only he were more interactive with people."

    That was… unfortunate. The hags' memory was longer, as evidenced by the fact that
    they maintained a story about the very dawn of their species, but it was also
    something they kept to themselves. If any other oral histories from before the Roman
    Empire existed, they might also be protected from outsiders and only taught to other
    members of that species or culture. Again, just like the hags.

    Hazel had been lucky that Elfriede misinterpreted her abilities as signs that she
    had a hag ancestry. Well, misinterpreted as far as she knew. It was not as if she had
    a family tree for her mum's side of the family.

    And speaking of learning what the hags had to teach…

    'Just one more question. Do any other peoples besides humans teach their magic
    here?'

    That question caught Professor Flitwick by surprise. "Other
    peoples? Besides humans? Are you asking if nonhumans teach at Hogwarts?" She
    nodded, and that caused him to frown. "Why do you ask? That is not something I
    would have expected her to ask me. Is she anti-nonhuman?"

    Anti-nonhuman? Her? She was not sure whether to laugh or cry;
    that was not an assumption about herself she had ever thought would be the case.
    Still, laughing would not answer the professor's questions. 'Because they have
    different perspectives and different abilities. They might know things we don't and
    vice versa.'

    "It's not as bad as I was thinking. That's good. I would hate to imagine
    Lily's daughter holding such blind hatred in her heart. No, I cannot say that
    they do. Everyone here at Hogwarts is human, or mostly at least. I cannot
    say that a nonhuman has ever taught here, in fact. There has never been any interest
    in having such lessons. Not that any other being would want to hand humans
    whatever abilities they could teach when humans refuse to do the same. And no,"
    he added with a sideways glance and smile, "one person would not be enough interest
    to change that.

    Tucking his roll of papers under his arm, he hopped off the stool on which he
    stood. "Come along, Miss Potter. It does you no good to skip lunch worrying about
    things no one has the power to change. If I let you wander off and get lost on
    your very first day, Professor Sprout would have my head!"

    She followed the short teacher out of the room, her thoughts in a whirl from the
    information she had just obtained. Even if much of it had been things she did not
    like hearing.

    I suppose it doesn't change our plans at all, does it, she told Morgan.
    It's sad that we won't be able to ask other species about their histories like I
    did the hags, but that just closes off some paths to knowledge. We'll find other ways
    to learn.

    And speaking of learning and knowledge, I shouldn't forget that we have the
    rest of the day to ourselves after lunch. Which I'm still not hungry enough to eat.
    You? Morgan tilted his head and chirped in a manner she had grown to connect
    with 'no'. What do you say we take a walk around the lake for a bit, then, and
    afterwards visit the library Devin showed us? If we won't get any help looking for
    information, we might as well start our search as soon as we can.

    

    I waffled back and forth on how I wanted to handle the revelations of
    Hazel's backstory to the typical wizard kid. Eventually and after talking it over
    with my partner, I felt that the most realistic reaction would probably be rejection.
    Harry very easily got a bad rap in the early books with people thinking he was lying
    and seeking attention, so if I extrapolate that attitude to Hazel everyone would
    assume that she is telling stories to make herself look more awesome than she
    is.

    Meanwhile, she is confused why people think she's exaggerating or making
    things up when she hasn't even mentioned the wild stuff yet!

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    35. For Lack of a Wand
  

  
    WillItWork: Hazel didn't tell the Hufflepuffs that she didn't pay
    attention to the incantation because 1) she doesn't KNOW that she didn't pay
    attention, just assumes that was probably what happened, and 2) she only thought
    about that after she was reflecting on why she doesn't remember. She said "I don't
    remember", and then was still thinking about why that was when everyone reacted.

    ro781727: You are the first and only person (on
    two different sites even!) who has mentioned that something was off about the goblins
    knowing that Hazel is a thief. Take a bow for that! You're right, she was under her
    ignore-me smoke when she stole G.L.'s money, and it was also at the entrance to the
    Alley, not near the bank. The goblin guard didn't KNOW she is a thief. He assumed it
    because she dresses like she's homeless (for obvious reasons), and she thought he
    knew because SHE knew what she had done. Her guilty conscience filled in the
    blanks.

    As for the kids' prejudice against werewolves, keep in mind this is a bunch of
    11-year-olds repeating stuff they have heard all their lives. Not a single one of
    them has ever met a werewolf. Their eyes were opened in canon because after third
    year they had to reconcile the fact that Lupin was a well-regarded teacher with their
    preconceptions that he should be an inhuman monster, and that was enough for many
    people to decided that maybe the dangers of werewolves have been overblown. Here,
    that hasn't happened yet.

    PascalDragon: No one has paid attention to Morgan because if I
    remember canon correctly, small pets (like Scabbers) are sometimes brought to class
    in pockets. Morgan's on Hazel's shoulder, but that's little different. Any fawning
    over him because he's cute, I just didn't think about because the chapter was already
    getting overly long and I didn't feel like writing it. Just assume there was internal
    squeeing in the minds of the other girls.

    Her staff has been ignored for two reasons. First, none of the kids or even
    Flitwick recognize its significance. Wizards have basically always used wands,
    regardless that Muggles sometimes depict them with staves. Second, there are certain
    individuals (e.g., Lucius Malfoy) who carry around canes like a proper dandy. Several
    people have already written her staff off as a similar affectation or style
    choice.

    

    Chapter 34
For Lack of a Wand

    The next morning Hazel and her year-mates made their way out of the castle to the
    greenhouses on the grounds, guided today by their other seventh-year prefect and
    accompanied this time by the Gryffindor students instead of the Slytherins who had
    shared their Charms class. Sally-Anne walked alongside her happily, the other girl's
    thoughts revealing relief at the fact that Hazel had managed to eat a small – by the
    standards of the other students– bit of dinner the previous night and a larger
    breakfast this morning. Apparently Sally-Anne had been reaching toward the conclusion
    that Hazel had gotten sick with something and that was why she was reluctant to eat
    anything.

    Truly, having someone this invested in what and how much Hazel ate felt
    extraordinarily odd. She was not sure if she liked it or not, but she knew one thing
    for sure. There was no way she was going to tell Sally-Anne that she preferred to
    sleep on the floor. She had made the mistake of sleeping on the floor next to her bed
    last night instead of in the common room, and in addition to waking her up through
    the night when someone snored unexpectedly, it also hammered home the realization
    that what she did and what she preferred truly was not normal. The girls all looked
    perfectly comfortable, and she knew back when she lived with the Dursleys that her
    aunt and uncle and cousin all slept in normal beds.

    It was something she knew intellectually, but she had always slept either in a
    cupboard or on the floor or on a loaned pallet. It was out of sight and therefore
    something she could safely ignore. Now that it was in front of her face, she was not
    sure how she should feel. If she brought this up to anyone at this school, she knew
    it would paint her as even more different, and not for reasons she wanted. She was
    proud of her druidic heritage and how she worked her magic without the need for a
    wand, and if that was what brought her in conflict with wizard sensibilities then so
    be it. This, though? This she was not so proud of, but it was also not something she
    could easily change.

    The werewolves and the hags would not find it too strange, or she did not think so
    at least, but as she was being reminded again and again, they were not human. What
    did it say about her that it was nonhumans with whom she more easily identified?

    A stocky woman with greying hair in a dirt-stained robe stood in front of row
    after row of greenhouses, her attention focused inwards until she spotted them
    crossing the grounds. The smile she gave them then was nearly blinding. "Good
    morning!" she said once they were close enough for them to hear her without her
    needing to shout. "I am Professor Sprout, the head of Hufflepuff house and your
    Herbology professor. It's good to see all of you this morning, especially my new
    Badgers." She turned her head to focus fully on Hazel's group. "I apologize that I
    wasn't able to introduce myself to you before now, but some bloody annoying
    issues came up. Because of course the devil's snare would decide to act up
    after he told everyone how to run into it. Let's
    go into Greenhouse 1, and we can start today's lesson."

    The crowd of students followed the professor into the greenhouse with a large
    number '1' painted over the door. The inside of the building was, like so many other
    spaces that wizards got their hands on, much larger than it should have been
    considering the outside. Large enough in fact that there were four different aisles,
    two on each side of a long, wide table in the middle of the room. "Find somewhere to
    sit on the benches," Professor Sprout told them as she walked up to the head of the
    table. With a wave of her wand, a riot of color and a swarm of pots came flying from
    down a different row and landed on the table.

    Hazel had to shake her head because at first she doubted whether she was seeing
    what she thought she saw. The pots were full of smallish rose bushes, and they were
    responsible for the colorful swirls. On a single glance she would assume it was
    because every flower was a different color from its neighbors, but as she watched the
    flowers' colors shifted into something else. Then again, and again. The change was
    not immediate, instead taking several seconds, but the change was continuous. She
    glanced around to discover that yes, all the rose bushes were doing this. It was not
    just the one in front of her.

    "It's always nice to see the look of surprise on their faces. If only that
    wonder would last through the years. In this class, we work with a wide variety
    of magical flora and fungi. Some of them are common and everyday plants, while others
    will be strange, surprising, or even disturbing. There is more variety in plants than
    there is in animals, if you can believe it. I will teach you how to recognize and
    care for many of these plants, what use they have in other fields, and in some cases
    how to keep yourselves safe from them."

    First Professor Flitwick, and now Professor Sprout. I would have thought magic
    school would not require so many warnings about how dangerous it is, she told
    Morgan. He tilted his head before chirping chidingly at her, as if trying to remind
    her of something. What was not exactly clear, however, and it took her a few moments
    to guess at what he was thinking about. Yes, true, we've run into plenty of
    danger ourselves, but that was just us wandering around the world! It was not inside
    a school. And, she continued, it is a bit of a shock considering the
    shopping areas we've been to. Listening to those people, I would not have guessed
    that they lived in a world where everything, including their own
    spells, is trying to kill them.

    "You do not have to worry about anything too dangerous right now," Professor
    Sprout continued as Hazel and Morgan were conversing in their own way. "This first
    semester will focus on safer and more familiar plants. We will only move on to plants
    that are a little more exciting when you have a good grounding in the basics of
    herbology.

    "What you have in front of you is a variety of house plant some of you may be
    familiar with. Does anyone know what it is?"

    Hazel just shook her head and looked around to find expressions of confusion on
    several other people's faces. After a very long pause, one of the boys in Gryffindor
    red raised his hand. The professor gave him a nod, and he said in an extremely quiet
    voice, "Rainbow roses, professor."

    "Very good! Take five points for Gryffindor, Mr. Longbottom. These are indeed
    rainbow roses, and you should be able to guess by now where they get their names.
    They are a not-uncommon sight around magical homes, and while they do not have useful
    properties in potions, they do have an amusing one." Professor Sprout plucked a petal
    from one of the nearby bushes and popped it in her mouth. A couple of seconds later,
    bright butterfly blue cascaded down the lengths of her hair all the way to the tips.
    She took some of her hair and twirled it around one finger, smiling at the somewhat
    nervous laughter coming from a few of the students. "Like I said, amusing. Let's get
    started on deadheading them, which is important for the health of roses and many
    other flowering plants, and as you work we will talk more about just what these
    marvelous plants need to thrive in a typical garden."

    The professor waved her wand to levitate pairs of shears to everyone, and while
    steel was flying around and various people were either excited or already bored by
    the task at hand Hazel could only mull over silently something that was very
    confusing. Namely, this boy had just earned 'points', but they were not his own. He
    had earned them for his house. When McGonagall had said before they
    were all split up into their houses that they would be earning points, she assumed
    that meant these points would be their own. But it was for the house as a whole…

    This whole points thing sounds very backwards, doesn't it, she asked
    Morgan. I mean, if all the points go to the house and not the person, then they
    don't mean anything, do they? 'Your' points rise and fall based on things you can't
    control, so really what is the incentive of them at all? I assumed there would be a
    reward or something for the person who had the most points, but done this way there
    isn't any reason for anyone to do any better or worse than they already would have.
    They don't matter.

    She returned her attention to the class at hand and glanced down at the set of
    shears sitting next to the point in front of herself and Sally-Anne. For all that it
    was supposedly a wizardly set of shears, it looked exactly the same as the one she
    had carried for a year in her satchel. The same one she had gotten rid of during her
    walk to Greece because she already had a better tool.

    Reaching into her satchel, she summoned her stone knife to her hand and rubbed the
    edge with her thumb. It was still as sharp as it had been when she first made it
    under Elfriede's watchful eye. Even back when the hags were not under the
    misconception that she was one of them, Elfriede had been honest. Never before had
    she needed to craft a knife blade out of stone, and so the hag had walked her through
    it step by step, giving her the chance to prove her claims fairly instead of trapping
    her through her own inexperience.

    She did not recall if Elfriede had said the knife would never lose its edge, and
    perhaps despite using it for such mundane tasks as sawing through branches for a fire
    or cutting her hair when it got too long she had yet to put it through enough stress
    for it to chip away or dull, but regardless it had been a faithful tool for… had it
    been nearly a year now? She supposed it had been. It was shocking how quickly time
    could fly.

    Basing her actions on the directions Professor Sprout was giving the class at
    large, Hazel carefully took the wilting color-changing flowers and used the sharp
    edge of her knife to cut the base of the flower's stem and pull it away. She tossed
    the dying flower into the bucket with those from the rest of the class and moved on
    to the next.

    It took just over an hour for all of the roses to be cleaned up, only partly
    because Professor Sprout did just as she said she would and rattled off seemingly
    everything she knew about the proper care of these plants as they were working. Once
    that was all done, she spent the remaining fifteen or so minutes of class answering
    whatever questions anyone had for her, even opening the floor up to questions not
    directly related to her class. Hazel quickly got the impression both from the words
    themselves and the direction of her thoughts that this was at least in part her way
    of making up for not being available to answer the Hufflepuff's questions the
    previous nights.

    Sidonia Smith was the prefect waiting to escort them back to the Great Hall this
    time. She gave them all a smile and then a joking sniff while the Gryffindor students
    passed them by. "Well, you firsties don't smell too terrible. Sprout must not have
    made you go digging around in her fertilizer. That'll come in time. But… I guess we
    don't need to stop at the dorms for anyone to get cleaned up before we go to lunch.
    Come along!"

    They were perhaps fifty feet in total behind the other first-years, but strangely
    by the time they reached the small corridor that led from the greenhouses to the
    castle proper there was no one in sight. No one else seemed to notice, but Hazel
    thought it odd. Had they been so excited for lunch that they ran ahead? It would make
    sense—

    Something fat and yellow flew with speed from the corner near the ceiling and
    splashed against the back of Sidonia's head.

    The prefect whipped around, soap suds and water flying off her two-toned hair, and
    she looked around before her eyes moved up. "Of course it would be this
    bastard. Peeves!" she shouted, pulling out her wand but holding it with the tip
    pointed at nothing in particular. "Go away!"

    Everyone else's head turned to follow Sidonia's gaze, and from a twist of shadow
    emerged a humanoid figure sitting on empty air. It looked almost like a short and
    squat little man, one with a too-wide mouth and dark eyes that glittered menacing in
    a blunt contrast to its bright orange pants and ruffled blue shirt. In its arms it
    carried a collection of balloons filled nearly to bursting. It flew across the
    corridor, the movement jostling the stack of balloons, and several fell from his
    grasp to hit the students where they immediately popped.

    "Such dirty, stinky firsties you are!" it crowed with a sinister delight. It
    juggled the pile of balloons and shuffled them so it somehow carried all of them in
    the crook of one arm, leaving a single projectile in its left hand. The balloon was
    tossed once. Twice.

    The spirit swung its arm around in a full circle and let the balloon fly. This one
    broke against the head of Wayne Hopkins, a dark-haired boy who had been visibly
    reluctant to get his hands dirty with the rainbow roses. He was standing just off to
    Hazel's side, which meant the force of the balloon was enough to slosh soapy water
    onto Sally-Anne's shoulder and to splash Hazel fully in the face. She spluttered, and
    Morgan quickly made his own displeasure known.

    The spirit cackled maniacally and started chanting, "Stinky! Stinky!"

    Sidonia bared her teeth in a borderline growl. "Damn it all, why don't the
    professors ever do something about this arsehole? Get lost, Peeves, or I'll get
    the baron! You know I will! Not that it ever does
    anything. He's right back doing the same thing the next day."

    "Peeves is not being bad!" The spirit stuck its tongue out at her, then lobbed
    another balloon at the quickly forming trio of Susan Bones and Hannah Abbott and
    Megan Jones. The girls shrieked and tried to dodge only to run into each other and
    slip on the water left behind when the balloon flew between them all. The sight of
    the sprawling girls made him cackle again. "Firsties need to be cleaned!"

    Sally-Anne's fingers were digging into the meat of Hazel's arm, and thoughts that
    were normally so clear to hear had become distant and muffled. Hazel glanced over
    only for her gaze to refuse to budge. Sally-Anne stared up at Peeves in terror, the
    word 'cleansed' repeating over and over and over in her mind accompanied by a
    nameless, formless dread. The sight of this girl, of someone looking to become a
    friend, feeling such fear set her own emotions to churning. Hers, though, was a
    different emotion than Sally-Anne's. It was the same emotion she felt when she heard
    the werewolves worry about a magical boar that might eat away at their food supplies.
    The same emotion she felt when a drunken wizard turned his wand on Hedwig.

    It was anger, flowing thickly through her bloodstream and burning like acid.

    She passed her staff from her right hand to her left, shaking Sally-Anne's grip
    off her arm in the process. That motion pulled Sally-Anne from whatever memory she
    was drowning in, and the blonde looked over only for Hazel to push the other girl
    backwards and partially behind her. She was not tall enough to provide a human
    shield, but that deficit was irrelevant in this scenario.

    She had no intention of hiding or running. Not this time.

    Peeves said something else, but she was not listening to the malevolent spirit. It
    was funny, she acknowledged in the back of her mind, but he did not look so scary to
    her anymore. He could not hold a candle to the ghosts in de Rais's tower that had
    tried to consume her and her warmth. Next to the spirit of the scoured clearing,
    drawn there by the anger of a mass grave, he was even less.

    Her right hand flexed and her star dart appeared. It no longer looked like a lawn
    dart, though. It had changed since her encounter in the scoured clearing. Now when
    she created it, it took the form of a long, thin dagger, the same shape it had taken
    of its own accord while she was trapped in the spirit realm. Rolling her shoulder,
    she watched Peeves throw another balloon, and then she whipped her arm in front of
    her and let go.

    The dart, the dagger, flew straight and true and trailed sparks in its wake like a
    comet as it stabbed into Peeves's belly.

    The spirit roared, the sound coming out louder and deeper than his voice had done
    the entire time it was taunting Sidonia. His head and body swelled and distorted for
    an instant; not only the first years but Sidonia as well took a step back, proving
    without words that this was not normal. For a moment, Hazel worried that she might
    have underestimated the cruel spirit, might have overestimated herself.

    Peeves dropped all the balloons from his arms. While they splashed harmlessly
    against the stones, he grabbed at his abdomen where a hole had appeared. The edges
    glowed with a bright green light, the color paler even than the freshest leaves
    sprouting in the springtime, and the hole expanded as they watched until they could
    see the stones of the wall behind him. Peeves let out a bloodcurdling screech of pain
    and hate and horror. Whirling away from them, he took off with such surprising speed
    that he was nearly a blur by the point he turned around a corner and disappeared from
    view.

    Hazel watched the corner for a moment just to make sure he was not going to come
    back anytime soon, then she returned her attention to Sally-Anne. The other girl was
    looking down at her with wide eyes. Hazel gave her a small smile and wiggled the
    index finger of her left hand in the air. 'Are you okay?'

    "Am I okay? She just… just… What was
    that?" Sally-Anne asked in a whisper.

    'This isn't the first evil spirit I've encountered. Not all of them are bad,
    mind you, but some are.' She shrugged. 'It's helpful to know how to defend
    yourself.'

    Sally-Anne could only blink in shock and borderline disbelief.

    "Well. That happened," Sidonia told them at last. "I don't know what it was,
    but… it happened. Let's go ahead and keep moving. Whatever it was, I don't
    want to be here when he comes back. He looked… terrified and furious all at the same
    time."

    The bunch of Hufflepuffs started walking, taking care to avoid the puddle of water
    from all the broken water balloons. Hazel's wet robes shifted and stuck to her
    uncomfortably, and she splayed her fingers against the surface of her robes and
    pushed her cleaning spell into the fabric. Within moments, they were as clean and dry
    as they had been when she left the dorms earlier in the morning.

    "That's just not fair." She looked over to find Sally-Anne looking
    enviously at her now-dry clothes, and with a short and silent sigh she reached out
    and caught the hem of Sally-Anne's sleeve. Another casting of the cleaning spell
    ensued.

    Sally-Anne gave her a grateful smile, but the smile dimmed somewhat as she shifted
    her robes around on herself. "Huh. That feels a little weird. Nice to have, but
    weird all the same. Thanks, Hazel."

    She waved the gratitude away as a quote from a book came to her, a quote she
    quickly shared in her spark-writing. 'What are friends for?'

    

    Lunch turned into an interesting experience thanks to their encounter with Peeves.
    While they were walking, Sidonia had cast a spell on herself that dried her robes,
    but by the time they reached the Great Hall she had only cast it on a few other
    people. Instead she asked for help from other Hufflepuffs in the sixth year, and with
    their help soon all the first-years were dried and comfortable. Sidonia had then
    turned this into a teaching moment, revealing that wizards did in fact have a spell
    for drying wet clothes and other things and sharing how to cast it with the
    understandably attentive students.

    When Hazel asked if it did anything else besides drying, such as cleaning out
    ground-in dirt, Sidonia had given her a strange look before explaining that for the
    most part, wizard spells only did the one thing they did. She had gotten that
    impression when reading through the magical theory books, but it was good to have it
    confirmed. Overall, she had to admit that while the wizards had many more spells than
    she knew, their spells seemed a bit limited compared to her own abilities.

    She carefully took notes on how the wizards cast this spell regardless. She had
    been caught in plenty of storms during her months with the werewolves, and she could
    not remember Jean Luc or Marcel ever drying themselves or each other. Were they
    unaware of this spell? If so, she hoped they would appreciate the notes she planned
    to send off to them via owl.

    Her pen slowed to a halt as she followed that thought to its logical conclusion.
    Marcel had been expelled from his magic school when he was bitten, and Jean Luc never
    went in the first place. Professor Flitwick had mentioned that most wizard magic fit
    in the charms category. She had to wonder, would the notes she was taking benefit
    them? Teach them spells they had not picked up on their own?

    …Did the school have owls she could borrow? Or would she have to pop over to
    Diagon Alley and send a letter to them the same way she had when she first sent her
    rejection letter to McGonagall? She hoped for the former, if only so she could make
    the gold and silver she stole from G.L. last as long as possible.

    When lunch ended, their year was escorted once again to class, this time to the
    fifth floor where the Transfiguration classroom was located. If Hazel was honest with
    herself, this might be the sole class she was not excited for, but
    she also knew it was not solely because of the subject matter. She had not forgotten
    that McGonagall was one of the people who left her on her aunt and uncle's doorstep,
    and even a month out from that discovery it still left her hands clenching into
    fists. Hopefully transfiguration did not require trust in the teacher because after
    that discovery, Hazel doubted she would be able to trust McGonagall very far at
    all.

    The professor in question was seated at her desk when Nicholas opened the door and
    waved them in, but she lifted her eyes to see who was entering her domain. "It is
    still so strange that the Hufflepuffs do that every year. All of my prefects would
    turn in their badges right then and there if I told them they needed to run around
    the castle herding the younger years. Well, except perhaps Mr. Weasley," she
    added to herself with an almost imperceptible smile. "Thank you for leading your
    fellow Badgers here, Mr. Andersen. You may go."

    McGonagall waited until the Gryffindor students arrived and had taken their seats
    before introducing herself in nearly the exact same way Professor Flitwick and
    Professor Sprout had. Hazel was beginning to assume there would be a lot of that this
    week. Yet another roll call followed, then McGonagall stood and started writing –
    drawing? – a number of strange symbols and diagrams on the chalkboard behind her
    desk. Runic symbols were scattered here and there, connected by triangles and squares
    and half-circles and random lines.

    "Transfiguration is the most exacting and most complex branch of magic you will
    study here at Hogwarts. The spells you will learn in Charms and Defense Against the
    Dark Arts can be cast successfully so long as you are close enough, but the same
    cannot be said for this class. Transfigurative spells require precise geometric
    patterns, and these patterns must match the cadence of your wand movements and your
    incantations. If these are off by even a tiny degree, you will not achieve a complete
    transformation." She turned away from the dizzying diagrams she had just finished
    drawing on the board to give the group of students a gimlet glare. "This branch of
    magic requires perfection, and so do I. The spells I will teach you in your early
    years are more forgiving of these mistakes, but at higher levels a failed
    transfiguration can be deadly."

    The professor's eyes swept over the assembled class. "Some of them look like
    they still aren't paying attention. Their mistake. Perhaps instead of a pig, I should
    go with something a little more exciting."
    She swept her wand over her desk with a murmur, and the papers and the wood and the
    little bottle of ink twisted into itself and came out the other side in the shape of
    a massive lion that let out an ear-rattling roar. The students at the front of the
    class pushed their chairs backwards until they were pressed against the desks in
    front of them. McGonagall gave them a tiny smirk and rested her hand lightly on the
    flank of the lion. "That's more like it. Anyone messing around in my class
    will leave and not come back. You have been warned."

    Another elaborate wave of her wand later, the lion was once again a desk. "Now,
    for your first lesson we will start by transforming matchsticks into needles. Behind
    me you can see some basic diagrams of how the spell and incantation need to be
    performed…"

    McGonagall's lecture continued, and soon enough Hazel's head was spinning. At
    first it sounded like what they had learned in Charms class, but the
    need to 'stretch' a wand movement to match the diagram drawn on the blackboard was
    distracting, as was the professor's repeated insistence that the syllables of the
    incantation had to reflect the diagram as well. It was all carefully choreographed,
    and if anything it made her think of some of the fantasy novels she had read where
    some character, typically an evil one, was performing magic by chanting out an
    ominous phrase in another language.

    Why do wizards make everything more complicated than it needs to be, she
    complained to Morgan. This would be perfectly magical all on its own if they had
    just stuck with chanting and waving their arms around in the correct pattern. Instead
    they insist on adding their wand motions to everything.

    It left her with a problem, though. She could not chant. In the novels where these
    chant rituals appeared, it always had to be done out loud and in as loud a voice as
    the sorcerer could use. This could not follow the exact same rules, both because this
    needed a wand when the stories did not and because she could not see McGonagall
    telling her that silent magic was easily achievable if her own subject was reliant on
    speech.

    McGonagall waved her wand yet again, this time causing twenty matchsticks to rise
    up from her desk and fly over to each student. Hazel glanced down at the match in
    front of her and grimaced. She knew she had forgotten something, namely that she
    needed to create a spell or tool for this subject. It only just now struck her that
    she had yet to consider how she was going to go about that.

    It was possible that thanks to her druidic heritage, she might be able to do
    exactly what she had just told Morgan the wizards should have done. It would not
    address the lack of chanting speech, but she could not ignore McGonagall's assurance
    that it was possible. She might not trust the professor on a personal level, not
    after discovering that the woman had been one of the people who consigned her to nine
    years of hell, but there was a difference between personal and professional trust.
    Professor Flitwick's words had confirmed that wizards could cast spells, even
    transfiguration spells, without the need for an incantation. When it came to this
    discipline of magic, she had to trust that the woman both knew what she was talking
    about and was speaking the truth.

    Feeling kind of foolish, she stuck her index finger out and moved it in the
    pattern drawn on the blackboard, thinking the syllables of the incantation as
    forcefully as she could. Much as she half expected, when she completed the motions
    the matchstick remained just that; there was no sudden transformation into a
    needle.

    Morgan twittered teasingly at her, and she shot her friend a glare from the corner
    of her eye. Yes, yes, I get it. I should have given the wizards the benefit of
    the doubt when it comes to their magic. This time,
    anyway. For all that she had failed this time, her next step was obvious. All
    her spells relied on her forming a mental tool she could use to manifest her magic.
    Why would wizard transfiguration be any different?

    That just left her with the still-enormous hurdle of figuring out what tool would
    do best for these spells. What kind of tool was capable of turning one thing into
    another? Hard as it might be to believe, she had never encountered anything during
    her time in the normal nonmagical world or during her stay with either the werewolves
    or the hags that could just transform things, which meant that she was drawing a
    blank as she stared at the matchstick.

    Glancing around the room at the other students waving their wands around and
    McGonagall walking between the desks, she had to wonder. Was it possible to use the
    shape of a wand as her tool? It was the only thing that appeared
    capable of performing transfiguration, so it made a weird sort of sense that she
    would need to pick that as the relevant tool for this type of magic.

    She took a moment to picture what a thought-form of a wand would look like, would
    feel like, but even as she curled her fingers around the imagined wand she had to
    frown. Something she had learned through nearly two years of experimentation was that
    when her mind latched onto a tool or a shape that worked, it felt different than just
    imagining something random. It… clicked, it resonated with her magic
    and – if she wanted to be a little poetic – her very soul. Her ghost hand, her star
    dart, the sparkler which she had folded into the ring with which she now wrote out
    her thoughts; all of these she had felt out in her mind and refined until they were
    able to alter the world outside her head.

    The wand she was imagining? She could already tell this was not the way to go.
    Maybe it was because she did not understand how a wand itself was supposed to work in
    the first place, or maybe a wand, being a wizard's tool, simply was not something she
    could emulate with her druidic powers. Regardless, she knew without moving the 'wand'
    a single millimeter that this was a dead end. She could wave it all she wanted, it
    would be worthless to her.

    If a wand was not the way to go, what could she use to completely transform this
    matchstick into something else? She cocked her head in a similar manner to how her
    little feathered friend did. Perhaps a paintbrush? She could 'paint' over the
    matchstick in question with the image of a sewing needle?

    "What is she… Ah, of course. There's always one every few years. While I
    appreciate you taking my warnings to heart, you will have better results should you
    actually use your wand," McGonagall said as her gaze swept over Hazel. "It is all but
    impossible to know if you are making the correct movements at the right interval
    unless you actively try to cast the spell."

    'That's what I'm trying to do,' Hazel replied, returning her eyes back to
    the matchstick.

    "What is she talking about? And you expect the spell to work without your
    wand? She did not strike me as an imbecile in the Leaky Cauldron, quite the
    opposite. So why is she acting like this?"

    She waved her left hand negligently, words slipping out from her spark-writing
    ring almost as quickly as she could think them. 'I certainly hope it will
    considering I don't have a wand. I can't use one in the first place.'

    Her words were clearly unexpected, and the professor's surprise pushed back
    against Hazel. "What are you talking about, you can't use a wand?!"

    'Exactly what I said. I can't use a wand. I'll never be able to.' Or at
    least, she would never be able to use a wand so long as she carried her staff. That
    was not a condition she felt like admitting to McGonagall right now, however; whether
    she carried a staff or a wand was, as Mr. Ollivander had made so clear, ultimately
    her choice. She was the only one who could decide what path she would tread.
    'Since I can't do the spell your way, I need to figure out some other way to get
    the same result. You wouldn't happen to have any ideas on how to go about that, would
    you?'

    She looked up hopefully at McGonagall, but that hope immediately withered at the
    expression of utter befuddlement on the woman's face. McGonagall's thoughts sounded
    off, as if they were caught in a loop of some sort and unable to process the idea
    that someone might not be capable of using a wand.

    Their conversation had not gone unnoticed by the rest of the people in the room,
    and while at first everyone else's surprise had been swirled together it did not take
    long for a few people's minds to move off on their own directions. "What kind of
    witch can't use a wand?" muttered Zacharias, his voice nonetheless clearly audible in
    the near-silence of the shell-shocked room. "So much for her claim that she's
    been learning magic from werewolves. She can't even do real magic. The
    Girl-Who-Lived? Don't make me laugh. At the end of the day, she's nothing more than a
    Squib."

    Squib. That was a word she had read but never heard spoken, and even in reading it
    she had come across it in only a single book. Namely, the book she found in Flourish
    and Blotts that told parents they should throw away their handicapped children to
    nonmagical orphanages and forget they ever existed. Hazel's left hand clenched into a
    tight fist as the anger from reading that waste of paper returned to her for a
    moment. For all that Zacharias's thought had remained unvoiced, that word
    nevertheless spread through the minds of the people she knew or suspected of being
    wizard-born. Their voices were tinged with varied combinations of emotions, but
    surprise and disgust and pity were the most prevalent by far.

    Hazel felt her shoulders rise up defensively almost without her realizing it. The
    emotions surrounding her felt familiar, and it took her longer than she would be
    willing to admit to realize where she knew them from. They were similar to the
    thoughts she heard while she still attended school in Little Whinging. It was the
    attitude she had grown up around that considered her little better than scum on
    someone else's shoe.

    An attitude she had always ignored for her own sanity, and one she now realized
    she had much preferred staying in the past where it belonged.

    McGonagall's thoughts did not follow quite the same direction as the students',
    although whether that was a benefit or not Hazel was unsure of. "I can't believe
    she is incapable of using a wand. She's clearly capable of magic, else she would not
    be able to use that writing trick. The supply list clearly stated that you
    needed to obtain a wand before coming to school, Miss Potter. Fifteen points from
    Hufflepuff for being so sorely unprepared, and I will be speaking to Professor Sprout
    about this incident. Pomona will need to take care of this on the weekend. We
    can't have a first-year student think she can get away with not
    bringing a wand."

    The loss of meaningless points was followed by mental and in some cases
    not-so-mental groaning from the rest of the Hufflepuffs. All but Sally-Anne, that
    was, who was ignoring the matchstick in front of her and staring at Hazel. "Hazel
    can't use a wand? But she can use magic. She used it on that flying man and then on
    me." Waiting until McGonagall stormed off to continue critiquing the
    wand-wavings of the wizard children, Sally-Anne leaned over and whispered, "H-How can
    you do magic if you c-c-can't use a w-wand?"

    Hazel's response was written in small letters this time, a message meant for
    Sally-Anne's eyes only. 'I don't need a wand. Never have. My ancestors were
    druids, not wizards. It means my magic follows different rules.'

    Sally-Anne looked up from the words to meet Hazel's eyes, searching for any hint
    of deceit. After a long few moments, she nodded slowly and looked back down at her
    matchstick. "I hope you figure out your magic, then. Everything the teachers
    taught us so far has been hard enough doing it the way they said to do it. I can't
    imagine needing to learn it all a whole different way."

    Hazel sighed and looked down at her own match, the lack of an appropriate tool
    nagging at the back of her mind like a loose tooth. She hoped she could figure out
    how to adapt the school's lessons to her own magic, too, and honestly? She was not
    sure if she had much more confidence than Sally-Anne did.

    

    The tapping of her staff against the stone floors of the castle echoed lightly in
    the silence that wrapped around them. The corridors in this part of the castle were
    empty of everyone except Hazel, which gave them a bit of an eerie quality even it was
    simultaneously a welcome relief from the constant bombardment of other peoples'
    thoughts.

    The first Defense Against the Dark Arts lesson had gone better than
    Transfiguration, if only because Professor Quirrell was starting them off on theory
    in a similar but more focused vein than Professor Flitwick. Dinner, though; that was
    less welcome. Between the Gryffindors who had been present in McGonagall's class and
    a few of her fellow Hufflepuffs confirming the story, rumors about her magical
    abilities were already spreading through the student body like wildfire. She was a
    Squib, they were saying, bereft of any kind of magical ability. Her spark-writing,
    something so many people had been curious about, was now dismissed as the work of
    some magical device she kept on her in secret to hide her failings.

    Mute, magicless, worthless. Those were the thoughts and opinions circling around
    and around her, echoes of her primary school days jumping out of her memories and
    into the present where they were still unwanted. It seemed like the only person who
    both was not dismissing her and was less than twice her age was Sally-Anne, and that
    was solely because the other girl had seen her defend them from Peeves and then clean
    them both afterwards of all the soapy water. As far as she could tell, she was being
    dismissed and consigned to irrelevance by just about everyone else.

    If anyone asked Hazel what the she thought about all this – not that anyone had,
    of course – she supposed that her answer would surprise them. The farther the
    whispers spread through the school, the less angry or upset she felt about it. Quite
    the contrary. It actually amused her in a strange way the more she
    reflected on it.

    She had been to four classes so far, only one of which had called for a wand at
    all, and from nothing more than that people thought she had no magical abilities? All
    because she did not do things in the exact same way that the wizards did? How
    insular, how arrogant, did they have to be to assume that their way of doing things
    was the only way those things could be done? Even in her extremely
    limited experience, hags were capable of things that wizards were not, and she was
    well aware that other species had their own abilities.

    It was only now that she was interacting with wizards with any regularity that
    Hazel was starting to understand why the hags referred to them as 'wand-wavers' in
    such a derogatory way.

    It was not the opinions of others that had sent her wandering the hallways,
    however. She was on a search for something far more interesting.

    Of all the classes that Hogwarts offered, the one that had caught her attention
    and interest immediately was Potions. That was no surprise; she had been interested
    in potion-making as soon as Elise and Amorette first introduced the subject while she
    stayed with them in Compiègne Forest, and the hags had only reinforced it when they
    showed her the full depth of what the Brewing entailed. The first potions class of
    the week was tomorrow, finally a class she had to go to on the first period of the
    day, but it was in one of only two classrooms Devin had not shown them. All he told
    them was that it was down here in 'the dungeons'.

    She had been wandering the lower levels of the school for maybe an hour or so now,
    leaving the common room when the pitying looks and thoughts from the rest of the
    Hufflepuffs grew too irritating, and in that time she had seen a few different
    interesting things. The farther she walked away from the main staircase, the more
    disorganized and unused the rooms became. Many of them were storage, but as she
    progressed farther down the hallways she soon came across rooms that looked like they
    had been used at one point for something. She was not sure what classes needed large
    tables that filled nearly the entire room, nor what could be done with smaller metal
    tables that looked like man-sized sinks on legs complete with drains and moveable
    straps. As she continued down the corridors, she soon found rooms that looked like
    they belonged in a literal dungeon, complete with thin pallets and doors that were
    made from iron bars. At first, she assumed this was where she was supposed to be, but
    no matter how long she looked she could not find a potions classroom anywhere.

    It took her an embarrassingly long time to realize that Devin was probably using
    the term 'dungeon' figuratively.

    Her explorations resumed, she eventually came across a different area of the
    castle that looked like it was better-traveled. The rooms still looked like they had
    not been used in years, maybe even decades, but the decor was closer to what she
    expected from a potions laboratory. She was getting nearer to her goal, she could
    feel it.

    Pushing open another door, she smiled as she took in the insides.
    This was what she had been looking for. The room held several thick
    and sturdy tables that were attached directly to the stone floor, each table
    supporting a heavy cauldron forged from a dull grey metal. Pewter cauldrons, she had
    to assume, since the supply list required them to buy such things, although now she
    had to wonder why they needed to buy their own if the school provided them. On the
    walls were shelves that held jars and vials of all sorts that contained preserved
    animals, some of which she recognized and many she did not. Torches lit this room
    just as they did the other classrooms, but here instead of burning yellow and red
    like normal their embers glowed a sullen green. She could only imagine what it would
    look like when the room was fully lit, and for once she found herself nodding at how
    this classroom seemed finally to embrace its mystical nature—

    "You are far from your burrow, Potter."

    Hazel's feet all but left the ground as she jumped up, whirling around as best she
    could and placing her staff between herself and whoever had just spoken. The man
    staring at her wore all black robes over black trousers and shiny black shoes, his
    pallid face brought into even clearer contrast framed as it was by hair the same
    color as his clothing. Only his eyes were darker, staring into her own with an
    intensity she had seen before in cats before they pounced on an unsuspecting mouse.
    His mouth was twisted into a half-sneer half-smirk, as though he was unsure whether
    he was amused or angry.

    Most importantly to her, he was a person, not Peeves or some
    other spiritual entity sneaking up on her. She lowered her staff from its defensive
    stance and braced it on the ground as she leaned onto it for support, her left hand
    pressing against her racing heart. She took several deep gulps of air before removing
    her hand and waving it through the air. 'Don't do that! You scared me.'

    The man's only reaction to her words and her glare was the tiniest rise of one
    eyebrow. "If you do not wish to be scared, perhaps you should not be in someone
    else's domain. Why are you here? Planning a fun little trick?" He all but spat the
    last words at her.

    Hazel blinked at him, caught off-guard by not just the accusation but the strange
    voice he spoke in. It was as if his words were… flat, for lack of a
    better explanation. There was a quality of his speech that was missing in comparison
    to anyone else she had ever conversed with. The best comparison she could come up
    with was that he sounded like people on the telly or the radio, except he did not
    have the excuse of talking through a machine.

    He waited silently as she thought about what he said and how he said it before
    shaking her head. He had asked her a question, even if she did not understand just
    why he was asking in the first place. 'We have Potions class tomorrow morning,
    and Devin didn't show us where the classroom was on Monday. So I went looking for
    it.' The man still did not say anything, waiting as quietly as a statue. If he
    was not going to say anything, she supposed that gave her the right to ask her own
    question. 'I think I saw you at the staff table our first night, but no one has
    told me your name. I'm Hazel Potter.'

    The man's lips curled into more of a sneer, and in a flash she realized why this
    man was so off-putting. She had not been able to put her finger on it before, but now
    it stood out like a light in the dark. She could not hear his thoughts! Everyone she
    had ever met, everyone, she had been able to hear. It did not matter
    if said person was a mundane human or a wizard or a werewolf or a hag, she could
    still hear them.

    But this man? There was not a hint of what he was thinking, neither in words nor
    even in emotions. Was that what was wrong with his voice?! Was that
    the explanation for why she had been disturbed when she was little whenever the
    Dursleys would turn on music or a television show? Did those peoples' voices sound
    unreal to her not because they came from a machine but because they came without the
    echo of their thoughts?

    "I'm well aware of who you are," he growled. "I, for your information, am
    Professor Snape. The potions master for this school."

    Her small, polite grin widened into something true when he said those words. What
    a happy coincidence! Or maybe not a coincidence; now that she thought about it, it
    made perfect sense that the Potions professor would be in the same area as his
    classroom. He had probably just left his office or something, and she had not noticed
    because of whatever was preventing her from hearing his mind.

    "And I will ask you again. What are you doing in my classroom. The
    truth, this time."

    Hazels' smile wilted. What did he mean, 'this time'? 'I just told you. I
    wanted to know where it was.'

    Black eyes narrowed, and without warning his thoughts burst into her head.
    "—thinks she can lie to me! Why is he so angry? What is this? There's no reason
    for him to think I'm lying. Are these my thoughts? These aren't your thoughts? This
    is— I've never met anyone— She is too young to I thought I was the only one takes
    years always just me can't get out what do you mean out no escape urge to run
    Legilimens resonance what is panic confusion anger fear falling swirling collision
    pain pain painpainpain—'

    The voice – voices? – cut off as unexpectedly as they began, and Hazel stumbled
    backwards and half-slumped against the stone wall. Morgan twittered into her ear, his
    song loud in the sudden silence. Each note reverberated agonizingly in her head,
    everything stretched out as if her brain had just tried to swell three times its
    size. She blinked, not sure when she had closed her eyes at all, and looked over at
    the professor who had also staggered against the opposite wall. From the expression
    on his face and the tired way he wiped sweat off his face, he obviously felt no
    better than she did.

    She had to wonder. Did she really hear what she thought she heard? Some of those
    thoughts in his head were not his but hers. He had read her mind!
    For all that she was hurting and worn out, she could not help the excited smile that
    wanted to spread across her face. She had never met anyone else who could do that;
    she had resigned herself to being the only one, all alone in the world. But she
    wasn't! This was amazing!

    The pain, on the other hand? Not so amazing.

    Snapping her fingers sounded too loud to her own ears, and if he truly had as bad
    a headache as she did she could not blame him for the level of venom in the glare he
    shot her. She winced and wrote, 'Sorry, that was loud. I didn't know anyone else
    could hear thoughts like I do. Is that why your voice sounds weird?' Actually,
    if his voice sounded weird and he could read minds, maybe… 'Does my voice sound
    weird, too? Like people on the radio? Why couldn't I hear you before, and why can't I
    hear you anymore now?'

    His face shifted through several emotions too fast for her to catch, once more
    leaving her on the back foot. She had never before realized how much she relied on
    her mind-reading to understand the people around her, but now bereft of her abilities
    it felt almost like she was floundering in a dark room looking for something. Except
    unlike a dark room, there was no light switch or torch she could use to banish the
    shadow. When his face did settle on a single expression, it was one of rage. "Twenty
    points from Hufflepuff!" he roared. "And it will be more if you tell anyone about
    this! Now get out!"

    The intensity and volume of his shouting made her jump backwards and ram her back
    into the wall. Now was probably not the best time to ask him any questions, she
    supposed, so sliding sideways she moved away from the angry professor and once free
    scurried around the next corner. When she could no longer see Professor Snape, she
    breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

    There really was no reason for him to yell so loud, she told Morgan. At
    her thought, he sidestepped away from against her neck where he had huddled in fear.
    Blue tits, and she assumed most other little songbirds that had to fear cats and
    birds of prey, did not like loud noises. All I wanted was to talk to another
    mind-reader like me. But… She rubbed her chin. He was very insistent about
    not talking about this to other people. I know I never told anyone in Little Whinging
    about it because they would react badly to finding out, and from the way everyone
    right now is acting, the same is probably true of wizards.

    Do you think he was so angry because he was scared of this getting out when he
    wants to keep it private? I guess that would be understandable, but he still could
    have been nicer about it. All he had to do was ask that I keep it between the two of
    us.

    It took some time for her to follow the corridor back to the Great Hall and the
    nearby staircase, but at least once she reached those landmarks it was a familiar
    path to walk back to the rows of barrels that concealed the entrance to the
    Hufflepuff common room. Placing her hand flat against the middle barrel in the second
    row from the bottom, she told it, I want to go to bed.

    Other people getting into the common room had used those words or words much like
    them before, and those people had been let inside. For her, however, the barrel did
    nothing.

    That… was not good.

    Pushing down her irritation, she propped her staff against the wall of barrels so
    she could switch hands. With her left hand free, she used her spark-writing ring to
    make the same request as before but visible this time. Once again, there was no
    response. Because of course everything in this culture seemed designed to keep her
    from doing anything.

    Starting to lose her temper, Hazel thumped the lid of the barrel twice. Hopefully
    that would be loud enough that someone, anyone, would hear her banging and let her
    in. Something rumbled in the depths of the wall, and she smiled as she dropped her
    hand. Someone had heard her!

    Two lids on each side of the 'doorway' barrel flipped open, and water
    rushed out in a torrent aimed straight at her. The force of all that
    liquid catching her in the chest flung her backwards and to the ground, and she slid
    across the wet stones until she hit the wall where she was pinned for another second
    more. The flow of water was cut off, and with that so too went the pressure.

    Hazel coughed a few times as he throat burned, and a sniff of herself made her
    scowl. This was not water. That would have been too nice. It was instead vinegar of
    all things! She was soaked through with it, as was the stone floor. Who was going to
    clean this up?

    The answer to that question became clear a moment later. The wide puddles starting
    shrinking rapidly, as if she was watching a video of them evaporating in fast
    forward. Within the span of seconds, they had vanished entirely.

    She climbed to her feet and glared at the barrels. What do you think the
    chances are that they've already refilled?

    Morgan, rather than sing anything in response, leapt off her shoulder and flapped
    over to the top of the barrels. Now off her wet self, he puffed up and shook himself
    dry.

    Traitor. He did not appear to care about her chiding, so she walked over
    to the barrels again. She remembered which ones had opened, and now she wanted to
    experiment. She slammed her hand against the doorway barrel again and moved to the
    side, out of the line of fire from the vinegar barrels.

    This time it was just the barrels on the opposite side from her that opened, and
    not fully either. Their lids moved just enough that they could spray all their
    contents at an angle, conveniently aimed once more directly at her.

    Another couple of seconds passed before they cut off, and for the span of several
    breaths Hazel remained exactly where she was, laying on her back in the middle of the
    hallway some twenty feet away from the barrels. It meant she did not have to look at
    the offending entrance, although it did nothing to keep her from hearing Morgan's
    hysterical chirping. She sucked on her bottom lip with a pop and pushed herself into
    a sitting position. Are you done yet?

    If anything, her obvious irritation just made him laugh harder.

    Once more she staggered upright, the only wet thing in the hallway. She gave the
    barrels an ugly look before shaking her head. She was not getting into the common
    room tonight. It was a good thing she had stuck with her own way of doing things
    instead of copying other people, namely in that she continued to wear her satchel on
    her person and kept everything she needed inside it. She would hate to be stuck
    outside the dormitory and have all her belongings on the other side of the unopenable
    door.

    She raised her hand with the intent of pulling her staff towards her, but before
    she could start forming the shape of her ghost hand the staff flew towards her and
    smacked into her palm. Hazel blinked a couple of times as she stared at the length of
    maple. That was new. Welcome, but new. Compared to a fellow mind-reader who did not
    want to talk to her about their shared abilities and a dormitory that would not let
    her in, it was probably the best part of tonight.

    Come on, she told Morgan with a sigh, turning away from the wall of
    unfriendly barrels. We'll find somewhere else to camp out tonight.

    

    I don't know where Hazel's doubts and insecurities are coming from all of
    a sudden. I didn't plan on her comparing herself to the young witches around her and
    being embarrassed by the differences, but I started writing the chapter and suddenly
    they were springing out of my head fully formed like Athena.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    36. Wednesday Worries
  

  
    Pyxipyx: Snape didn't let his guard down. Legilimency and
    Occlumency are incompatible disciplines. You can't read someone's mind without
    leaving your own mind open. As for what happened between him and Hazel, well, that is
    what happens when two people try to read each other's minds at the same time. It's
    not pleasant for anybody.

    Daughter of Ether: Keep in mind that Hazel has only been in
    Hogwarts for two days. The wizards definitely are NOT making a good impression
    overall, make no mistake, but the castle still offers opportunities that haven't been
    outweighed by the negatives. She's therefore willing to play along. For now.

    najex: Hazel knows that her parents went to Hogwarts, yes. She
    also knows from Petunia's memories that Lily was capable of magics that the wizards
    say is impossible. Therefore, her idea that her and Lily's ancestors were druids is
    still a possibility.

    lockmyhart: Snape is not a natural Legilimens. He, along with
    Dumbledore and Voldemort, are "trained Legilimens" because they had to learn how to
    read minds. It's part of why they are all also Occlumens as those disciplines are
    typically learned together, even if they can't be used together.
    Natural Legilimens are very rare both in canon and in this story, and they have no
    Occlumency protection. Just the opposite, actually, as I implied above.

    

    Chapter 35
Wednesday Worries

    Distant voices filtered through a haze of sleep, and Hazel blinked her eyes open.
    Everything was blurry for a moment until she finally pushed through the last vestiges
    of her tiredness. She sat in the corner of a small storeroom, nestled between burlap
    sacks of corn and wheat, with boxes and barrels blocking her line of sight of the
    door that led to the hallway. It was a room not far from the Hufflepuff common room
    on the way towards the Great Hall. A room she could actually enter without the power
    of speech.

    She pushed herself up to her feet and stretched, Morgan rustling in the divot she
    had made on the top of a bag. It was not the most comfortable place she had ever
    slept, but she had put up with worse. Including the actual bed she was supposed to
    sleep in.

    Magic scoured her body and clothes clean, and now presentable she clambered over
    the wooden containers that had served as a convenient curtain from anyone who might
    have thought to open the door. Cracking that same door open, she peeked out and
    nodded to herself when she saw the empty hallway. It was hard to say for sure what
    time it was outside, not down here in the tunnels of stone that made up the castle's
    'dungeons', but she suspected the voices she heard were from other people waking up
    and making their way to the Great Hall. That was the best place for her to go and
    wait for the rest of her yearmates, and it had been her first idea for where she
    should sleep overnight. Unfortunately, when she tested the door she had found them
    closed and locked. Even worse, the doors were protected by magic that prevented her
    skeleton key spell from affecting them.

    Magic similar to what was over the common room, she had discovered. After trying
    and failing to break into the Great Hall, she had returned to the row of barrels. The
    hope in her heart had been that while the key did not work on the Great Hall, it
    might do some good in bypassing the barrels. Sadly, that hope had
    been washed by yet another torrent of vinegar. Nor could she jump into the common
    room proper, or anywhere else in the castle for that matter. The entire building
    possessed the same anti-teleportation spells as were found over Diagon Alley.

    Once the burst of panic at having her jumping totally negated – at being trapped
    in this building like an animal in a cage, like a little girl shoved into a cupboard
    – had settled down, she had been left with questions with no answers. Namely, just
    what the purpose of this spell actually was. She had previously assumed that it was a
    means to keep spirits away, as that was how it was used at de Rais's tower, but if
    the sheer number of ghosts and spirits within the castle were any indication, then
    either it had failed terribly or the wizards wanted ghosts here for
    some reason. Or, as she had continued to ponder late into the night, perhaps the
    magic's ability to block her jumping was not a side effect but the entire purpose. If
    the typical wizard held no fear of spirits, they would not consider protection a
    priority. Security and keeping strange people from teleporting into places they were
    not wanted, though? That would still be a concern.

    It did not explain how the spirits of de Rais's tower were kept under lock and
    key, but she could not rule out the possibility that that was a different spell in
    the first place. For it, the prevention of teleportation might truly be a side
    effect. Or maybe there was not one piece of magic upon the tower but two, one to keep
    humans out and the other to keep hungry ghosts in.

    Still, there had been a couple of unexpected benefits of being locked out of the
    common room. It gave her a reason to find a private place, and that room was also a
    great opportunity to try something she really should have thought to do earlier than
    this. Namely, make another attempt at transfiguration but using her staff. She did
    not know what her staff could do beside leading her back to a safe place, and maybe
    this was it.

    The answer was no, no it wasn't. Repeating all the same steps she had been shown
    in class just with a staff instead of a wand got her no closer to success. When other
    people had tried and mostly failed, there had still been a change in the shape of the
    matchstick, but she had not even that. The feeling of waving her staff around was no
    different from trying to cast a spell with the wrong mental tool. There was a lack of
    depth, of resonance with the world, that a proper spell should have. Not to mention,
    it was just annoying to wave around a multiple-foot-long staff in such intricate
    movements.

    The other benefit had been the search for a matchstick to practice on. She had
    vaguely remembered that she had a box of matches in her satchel, the result of using
    up her last lighter before she had figured out how to snap her fingers to create a
    spark, and rather than just summon it from her satchel she took the time to take
    everything out and reorganize it. The sheer amount of trash she had stuffed into her
    bag to throw away later but then forgot about was shocking and more than a little
    embarrassing. Empty food cans, wrappers, bags, plus some metal scraps and plastic
    bits and bobs that she honestly could not recall where or when she picked up in the
    first place. She now had another reason to find a way out of the castle, if only so
    she could properly throw all this stuff away.

    Her feet carried her to the Great Hall, where she found the doors open and a
    handful of students already seated in front of the large platters of food. Pulling a
    few slices of toast and a sausage towards her, she started cutting up her food before
    removing her potions textbook from her satchel and settling herself for a relatively
    lazy meal.

    Several minutes of light munching later, her reading was interrupted by thoughts
    of her. Thoughts that preceded the appearance of her fellow first-year Hufflepuffs.
    The other fifth-year prefect, a boy by the name of Greg, was in front and sighed in
    relief when he spotted her at the table already. "Thank Merlin. I hoped she had
    just left early. Now I just need to calm down one of the other firsties," he
    thought as he tapped Sally-Anne on the shoulder and pointed Hazel out.

    The other girl nearly ran to join her, followed by the rest of the house as they
    grabbed spots on the benches and filled their plates with more food than Hazel had
    dared to eat. Several of them gave her flat glares before focusing exclusively on
    each other and their own plates. Greg slid down onto the seat next to her, a
    displeased frown on his face. "I can understand being excited for breakfast, and
    clearly she knows how to get here, but you're really supposed to stick with the
    rest of your year. Next week we won't care as much if you strike out on your own, but
    for now you need to stay with the rest of the group instead of leaving early. It
    will also keep us from spending ten minutes looking around for you."

    Next to her, Sally-Anne's hands tightened on her right arm, and the other girl's
    thoughts were in full agreement with the prefect's warning.

    The other first years' reactions did not mean this was a misconception she needed
    to leave standing. Exactly the opposite, even. 'I didn't leave early,' she
    wrote back. 'Not early this morning, anyway. I stepped out to look for the
    potions classroom last night and couldn't get back into the common room. I even made
    sure I was back before curfew.'

    Greg blinked at her in confusion. "Couldn't get back into the common room?
    That would explain why she wasn't in the dorm, but did she really spend the night
    just out in the halls? Someone would have seen her, right? …Although now that I think
    about it, I don't think any of us from Hufflepuff were patrolling last night, so it's
    entirely possible that no one would have come down the hallway to see her. Then
    where did you spend the night?"

    'I found a place,' she replied after a moment's hesitation. Now that she
    was thinking on it again, she was not actually sure if she was allowed to sleep in
    whatever storeroom she had found. That it was against the rules was not the issue;
    after being forced to steal if she wanted to survive, a few broken rules was of
    little concern. She just did not want them locking that storeroom with whatever magic
    they used on the Great Hall, which would force her to find somewhere else to sleep
    the next time she was locked out of the common room. 'It was nice enough for the
    night.'

    "Nice enough. If she actually spent the night in the hallways, I don't know
    where she could have stayed that I would consider 'nice enough', but to each their
    own. If she spent the night. What are the chances
    she actually was locked out?" He eyed her up and down, or as well as he could do
    when they were both sitting at the table, before his forming frown turned more
    thoughtful. "But… Even if she is making up a story now, which I don't know is the
    case – I can't prove that she was or wasn't in the dorms last night – what I do know
    is that the situation is one that could happen. And if she is telling the truth, what
    sort of cad would I be if I ignored her and guaranteed she was stuck in the hallway
    any time she was outside the house on her own?

    "This is something I need to bring up with Professor Sprout," he told her after a
    moment. "If you physically can't get into the common room on your own, I don't know
    how even to start fixing that." He sighed and grabbed a piece of toast and two strips
    of bacon, mentally bemoaning the lost chance for a full breakfast. "Go ahead and
    finish breakfast. You deserve it after a hard night."

    'It wasn't that hard—' She let the rest of her response fizzle out as he
    walked away, ignoring her attempt at a response completely. Well, that was rude.

    Something tugged at her sleeve, and she looked over to find Sally-Anne looking at
    her and nibbling on her lip. "This doesn't make any sense. Y-you really
    weren't in the d-dorms last night?" Hazel shook her head, which only caused the
    unease in Sally-Anne's mind to swirl faster. "Th-th-then why would you say it wasn't
    hard? Where did she sleep if not in bed? That couldn't have been nice, but she
    said it was. I don't think the other girls are right; Hazel doesn't seem like a liar.
    But this…"

    What kind of life, Hazel wondered, must Sally-Anne have lived to think that
    sleeping outside a bedroom was a hardship? Not that she could recall Dudley ever
    having to do so either. Had any of his friends? She did not know, but maybe it was
    not as surprising as she had first assumed that someone would only ever sleep
    somewhere not in a bed. It just did not feel strange to her because even before she
    left the Dursleys', her place of rest had been a hard mattress on a harder floor. Her
    childhood was nothing normal, and that was something she had always known.

    Somehow, though, she did not think giving Sally-Anne all the details would make
    the other girl worry less. Instead she kept her reply more succinct. 'I found
    somewhere comfortable enough for the night. It isn't the first time I couldn't sleep
    in a proper bed, and I doubt it will be the last.' Sally-Anne still did not look
    convinced, so she asked, 'Have you ever been camping?'

    "Camping?" repeated Sally-Anne, her nose crinkling in distaste. "Like in the
    woods? With bugs and nature? I know some people do that, but
    why? Mum and Dad would never go out to spend the night
    in dirt."

    Hazel nodded even as her eyebrows rose internally. She had not expected Sally-Anne
    to be quite so… metropolitan. Clearly revealing the truth of how she had spent the
    last year and a half would break the blonde's brain. 'Just so. Compared to
    sleeping on the bare ground in the rain, where I bunked last night was perfectly
    decent.'

    Sally-Anne shivered and turned her eyes back to the plate in front of her. "If you
    say so," the other girl muttered. For all her obvious distaste, however, the
    lingering worries quickly fell away and were forgotten like mist in the morning
    sun.

    

    Eventually Greg returned, his mind filled to the brim with concern and confusion,
    but Hazel had no time to ask him for details before he was calling for the first
    years to follow him into the dungeons. He took them down the hallway she had come up
    as she escaped Professor Snape's panicked anger from their mind-meld and dropped them
    off at the door before scurrying off, clearly worried about being seen by the
    professor. Hazel could only wonder why. Sure, the man had been angry when she
    discovered that he could read minds in the same way she could, but she could not
    understand why that would make Greg afraid. It was not as if he had
    been present for the interaction.

    The room within looked much as it had the previous night, though more brightly lit
    than it had previously now that the green torches along the walls were burning fully.
    Replaced, she wondered, or was it a purely magical flame similar to her campfire
    sphere that would not consume the torches? Regardless, they produced enough light in
    enough directions that she expected few shadows, which was important when each solid
    table only had the space for two or three people to work around any individual
    cauldron. Just like she had seen previously, cauldrons stood ready on the tables,
    waiting for them to get started.

    Unlike Charms and Transfiguration, this class looked like it would be a practical
    one. Excellent.

    No one waited in the room when they walked in, neither professor nor other
    students, so the Hufflepuffs milled around in the hallway for a few seconds before
    moving to take seats around the tables on the opposite side of the room. Hazel and
    Sally-Anne claimed a desk near the front, but as Hazel pulled out her notebook and
    her copy of Magical Drafts and Potions she had to wonder at the dread
    permeating the classroom. Dread that only seemed to intensify as the Ravenclaw first
    years started tricking into the room as well.

    Tapping Sally-Anne on the shoulder, she asked, 'Did I miss something? Why is
    everyone so miserable?'

    Sally-Anne shot her a disbelieving glance. "How do you not know already?
    All the older students say Professor Snape is mean and t-terrible. He's always
    t-taking points for n-n-nonsense, and he never gives any for an-nything."

    She succeeded in suppressing a sigh, but only just. 'Everyone is always
    talking about points. What do they even do?'

    The disbelief on the other girl's face deepened, mixed with a sort of shock as if
    Hazel had just grown a second head. "Whichever house has the most points wins the
    House Cup for the year. They get their banners in the Great Hall at the feast."

    A pause, then, 'Okay, and? What else?'

    "That's it, I think. That's all the other students and the book
    said."

    Now it was Hazel's face that bore disbelief. She already thought little of the
    house points idea when they were being awarded to the house for her successes in
    her education, but now to hear that they were not even worth
    anything? Maybe if they had some meaningful benefit or penalty, like whatever house
    had the fewest points went hungry or something, that would be worth putting in effort
    for the group's benefit, but as it was… 'That's dumb. Can we just refuse to take
    part in the whole thing?'

    "…I don't think so."

    Any further conversation was cut off when another door on the opposite side of the
    room from the entrance flew open with a bang. A man dressed all in black stormed into
    the room, a single flick of his wand causing both doors to slam shut. "You are here
    to learn the subtle science and exact art of potion-making," he said in a soft voice,
    nearly a whisper but one that was still readily audible in the silence that followed
    in the wake of his entrance. "As there is little foolish wand-waving here, many of
    you will hardly believe this is magic. I don't expect you will really understand the
    beauty of the softly simmering cauldron with its shimmering fumes, the delicate power
    of liquids that creep through human veins to bewitch the mind and ensnare the senses.
    I can teach you how to bottle fame, brew glory, even put a stopper in death…"

    He trailed off, black eyes sweeping over the room. If he was searching for
    something, she did not know what it was. Just as when she first encountered him, his
    voice was flat and his mind was quiet. The longer he watched them in silence, the
    more restlessness poured out from the rest of the class and threatened to pull Hazel
    beneath its tide. Finally, before she could drown, a sneer swept over his features.
    "That is, if you aren't as big a bunch of dunderheads as I usually have to
    teach."

    His sharp accusation still echoing among the students, he plucked a roll of
    parchment off his desk and started calling out the names on the roll. He did not look
    up from the list, did not acknowledge any response except to move onto the next name.
    In fact, the only time he looked up was when he reached her own. "Ah, yes. Hazel
    Potter." Those dark eyes met hers, and while she could no longer hear his thoughts
    she could nonetheless see anger burning behind them. "Our new…
    celebrity."

    When the last name on the list, a Ravenclaw named Lisa Turpin, voiced her
    presence, Professor Snape all but stalked over to Hazel and Sally-Anne's table. The
    blonde shrank back under his gaze, desperate to avoid his attention. As far as Hazel
    could tell, that was wasted effort. The professor only seemed to have eyes for
    her.

    "Potter," he drawled once he was no more than a meter away from her. "Let us see
    what the value of fame and special treatment is, shall we? What
    would I get if I added powdered root of asphodel to an infusion of wormwood?"

    Asphodel and wormwood? Her eyes dropped away from Professor Snape's as she tried
    to recall what she knew about those plants. Wormwood, she knew thanks to Gertrud's
    lessons, was a useful medicine against parasitic worms and possibly nausea, although
    that second part she was less sure of. Asphodel she knew nothing about, however, and
    to make matters worse, many potions had strange synergies where ingredients would
    gain properties that they normally did not possess when mixed with something else. It
    made guessing at any combination of reagents a fool's errand, but guessing was
    nevertheless the only option available to her.

    'A medicine to treat parasites?'

    Professor Snape's nostrils flared. "Is that a question or a statement,
    Potter?"

    She gave him a bewildered look, alternating between his face and her words, before
    pointing one finger at the question mark at the end of her response.

    That answer had Professor Snape's lips curling into a sneer. "Were you truly so
    spoiled that no one even taught you how to answer a simple question? Let's try again.
    Where would you look if I told you to find me a bezoar?"

    This one she knew, thankfully. It had actually been stressed by both Elise and
    Gertrud, to the point that she kept a couple of them in her satchel just in case she
    ever ran into a poisonous animal or completely botched a potion she made. Gathering
    them was a disgusting process. 'Inside a goat's hairball.'

    The professor's mouth opened, but then he closed it as his face twisted into a
    grimace. He just watched her for several seconds before huffing. "What is the
    difference, Potter, between monkshood and wolfsbane?"

    A smile appeared on her lips. This one she had only recently discovered, a flaw
    that she could only chalk up to how her mind reading interpreted other languages.
    Elise and Amorette both called the plant 'aconit', and Gertrud used the term
    'Eisenhut'. Hazel just had not known that aconite had multiple names in English until
    she read the listing in the 1000 Herbs and Fungi book required for
    Herbology.

    'They are different words for the same plant,' she wrote out.

    If she was hoping for a smile or praise, she would have been disappointed by the
    man's steady glare. "For your information," he said in a quiet voice, "asphodel and
    wormwood together create a sleeping potion so powerful it is known as the Draught of
    Living Death. If you are not going to read your textbooks, you might as well skip
    this class and spare us your ignorance."

    Hazel glared at the man's back while he walked towards the front of the classroom
    and waved his wand again, this time causing writing to appear on the blackboard as he
    told the class to put away their textbooks. If she knew everything already, then what
    would be the point of this class? She had hoped Snape would be a teacher she might
    actually connect with, another mind-reader with an interest in potions who could at
    least somewhat understand some of her perspective. Instead he treated her like
    something he scraped off his shoe, and as far as she could tell for little to no
    reason.

    Was he truly that upset that she knew he could read minds? Or, maybe, he was being
    so mean because she could do it too? For her part, discovering that there was someone
    else like her had been a joy, but she could not assume that he saw it that way. Her
    aunt and uncle always got upset when someone else on the street had a nicer car or a
    prettier lawn than they did. Snape might be the same way, upset because he no longer
    was the only mind-reader in the castle.

    And if that was his problem, then it was one she was not going to deal with.
    Getting jealous about every little thing someone else had had never made her aunt and
    uncle happy, and it would not make Snape happy either. Wasting her time trying to
    appease him would not make her happy, either.

    Pushing those thoughts away, she turned her attention to the blackboard and found
    herself surprised. The recipe that had appeared was one she recognized, a cure for
    minor boils that was actually one of the first potions she had ever learned. Elise
    and Amorette had taught her how to make it during her time with the colony, although
    as she looked closer she realized that some of the proportions and timing were a
    little different. Different ways to achieve the same thing, perhaps? Or was this a
    reflection of what Gertrud had taught her about how she could make adjustments to a
    base recipe to account for the quality of the ingredients? The werewolves had to use
    what they could find or buy for cheap, but clearly the wizards did not have that same
    restriction.

    Sally-Anne was happy letting Hazel divvy out the tasks needed to brew, a situation
    that after the last couple of days was no surprise, and soon they were pushing
    ingredients back and forth as they organized everything in the order they would be
    needed. Elise had insisted that all ingredients be prepared before anything entered
    the cauldron and laid out to make it easier to know what next to throw in, and while
    Gertrud was a little more chaotic in how she arranged her workspace the hag had
    agreed that it was a good rule of thumb, especially for anyone who was still a
    beginner in the art of the Brewing.

    "What in the world is that?" Hazel glanced over at the table next to them
    to find Justin Finch-Fletchey looking at her instead of at his own poorly chopped
    daisy roots. He saw her looking back at him and pointed at her hand. "Where'd you get
    a caveman knife like that?"

    His whisper was still loud that Sally-Anne and Megan Jones, his own partner, could
    hear him, and both girls looked over to see what they were talking about. Hazel
    lifted her stone knife so they could see it better. Compared to the steel knives the
    others were using, she supposed the flint knife she had made under the guidance of
    the hags was more than a little unusual, but it had become a habit to pull it out
    whenever she needed to cut anything. Gertrud and Elfriede encouraged its use when she
    was preparing ingredients, and despite using it for potions and basic cooking and
    even when she just needed to cut sticks for a fire, she had never needed to sharpen
    it nor had any part of it ever chipped off. It was still as sharp and intact as it
    had ever been.

    Justin was still looking at her and waiting for an answer, so she shrugged and
    told the truth. 'I made it. A couple of hags taught me how, and it's worked
    great.'

    Her words immediately made Megan panic, but Justin just frowned. "That was
    rude. There is no reason to call a bunch of old women that. If they were nice
    enough to teach you how to make something like that, you should be more
    respectful."

    Beside him Megan sighed. "Of course. She's just talking about old witches. But
    with her claims to have encountered werewolves, you can never be too sure."

    "Five points from Hufflepuff," barked Snape from the front of the room. "Focus on
    your potions, or you will all get zeros for the day."

    Grumbling from the rest of the class, both mental and voiced, killed the
    conversation, and Hazel waved for Sally-Anne to add the first ingredient to the
    cauldron while she started chopping the last. The words 'nasty git' flitted through
    the class's psychic space, and she found herself nodding in agreement.

    It was a good thing she already enjoyed brewing potions. Otherwise this class
    would be a massive trial.

    

    Later that night, Hazel stumbled back into the Hufflepuff alongside the rest of
    the first years. She followed the other girls to their group dorm, and while they
    were getting changed and ready for bed she summoned her ghost hand to close all the
    curtains and sat at the head of the bed with her back to the wall. All the pillows
    had to go to the middle of the bed to make room, but it was a little more comfortable
    now that she had something solid against her back instead of drowning in fluff.

    Beside her on the bedside table, Morgan opened one eye to look at her with sleepy
    curiosity. Then he chirped a little when she picked him up and held him to her chest,
    but after a moment he calmed back down aside from an inquisitive peep.

    Tonight was terrible, she told him frankly. Potions had started the day
    off in a poor place, and her other classes had done little to fix her impression.
    After turning in their completed vial of boil-curing potion, they immediately moved
    from the potions classroom to History of Magic.

    The discovery that the history teacher was a ghost had been disturbing when he
    first floated through the blackboard, but after a little thinking she had come to see
    a benefit in it. This was someone who had not just read about history but potentially
    lived some of it. Keeping Professor Binns around would be a boon in
    that regard, so long as he was able to keep abreast of more modern events.

    Sadly, the truth was somewhat less rosy. Professor Binns had ignored the roll call
    and instead immediately started lecturing on the early days of the Ministry of Magic.
    His monotone voice and the soft drone that built as he continued to speak without the
    need to draw breath soon had the rest of the class nodding off and closing their
    eyes. Hazel was not immune to the effect, either, although she startled awake when
    her chin bonked into her chest. Upon looking down at her notebook and realizing she
    had written essentially nothing, she had raised her hand to try to get the professor
    to slow down.

    That was when the unintended consequence of having a ghost as a teacher reared its
    head. Professor Binns may not need to breath or blink, he also paid little to
    attention to the class as a whole. Which, considering the entire class was more or
    less asleep, was obvious in retrospect. She finally lowered her hand when a full five
    minutes passed without him acknowledging her, a decision made in the meantime. If he
    would not answer a question, she would have to look through the history book more
    thoroughly.

    Which was also when she discovered that the ghost was repeating what the book said
    nearly verbatim. There were a few paragraphs that were larger or smaller than what he
    recited, and some that he never spoke, but overall it seemed the book held all the
    information that Professor Binns was relating. Even better, while dry it was not
    nap-inducing. At which point she had to wonder what the point of coming back to this
    class was if the book on its own was a better resource than the teacher.

    The break for Herbology was nice, but Wednesday was also the day that first-years
    had Astronomy class. This, much like Potions, was a class that Hazel had been very
    interested in when she first arrived at the castle. Gertrud and Elfriede taught her
    some of how the constellations and the moon had effects on potions and magical plants
    during her time in Germany, but at least in this first class nothing had been
    mentioned about those relationships. Professor Sinistra had treated the class as one
    that was solely concerned about facts and details of the stars and planets and their
    movements. Not one mention of the magical significance had been
    spoken or even thought.

    It was still possible that Astronomy class would dovetail into real magic once
    they had learned the basics, but considering how this week had gone so far, Hazel had
    to wonder whether she was giving the wizards too much credit.

    She continued to brush her fingers over Morgan's feathers as she sighed lightly.
    For all that this is supposed to be a school of magic, there's a lot that doesn't
    seem geared towards learning magic. Either because
    the teachers are horrid or because the classes don't do what they claim. And that's
    if you have a wand!

    Her mother – both her parents, actually – had gone to this school and learned
    their magic here. She had decided that she would do her best to follow in her
    mother's footsteps, and the school was fulfilling its promise so far of offering her
    food and shelter and access to a massive library. But if this was the situation that
    faced her, if half the classes at this school were unable to teach her anything of
    value…

    She had to wonder if staying here was the right choice after all.

    

    Snape is an ass. That is all.

    And with this, I think we can start turning the mood around. This story,
    just like life, is a series of ups and downs. Both Hazel and the people of Hogwarts
    have preconceived notions of how things should
    go, and the first part of this week has been those notions
    scraping against each other. Because how could it be anything else when the wizards
    and Hazel are approaching magic from such different directions?

    That's not to say that now everything will start going Hazel's way – what
    would be the fun in that? – but the whole world
    doesn't have to feel set up against her now.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    37. Weekend Wanderings
  

  
    ro781727: Snape will not try to use Legilimency
    on Hazel or even around her, not when it gives her the chance to see into his own
    mind while his shields are down. A near-paranoia about other people seeing one's
    thoughts is a common trait among Occlumens; that's the entire point of the
    discipline. As for what Hazel's staff does, you'll just have to be patient. She
    doesn't know either.

    najex: I had a long rant typed up, but I'm going to skip it for
    something simpler. Don't assume Hazel's opinions are somehow The Real and Perfect
    Truth™. She's an abused, neglected, isolated 11-year-old with all the psychological
    issues that stem from such a background. She thought everyone in the the last-place
    house being starved would be more sensible outcome than the winners
    getting a day's bragging rights, for crying out loud! *shakes head*

    

    Chapter 36
Weekend Wanderings

    Heavy doors creaked ever so faintly as Hazel stole between them as lightly and
    quietly as she possibly could. They closed with just as much noise, and she held her
    breath and listened for a time before shaking her head. No footsteps, no shouts, no
    thoughts; she was in the clear. Strange shadows flickered around the tall bookcases
    in the room, the result of clouds passing in front of the full moon. The world was
    already painted in shades of yellow and blue and grey, and these shadows only made it
    appear that much more dreamlike. Not a single person or light source threatened to
    shatter the illusion, which was a relief in its own way. She did not expect to run
    into anyone, and if she had she held no doubts they would have many questions.

    It was almost midnight, after all. Several hours after the library was closed to
    the student body at large.

    This made it the perfect time for her to slip inside and perform some more
    research. She had looked for information here and there in a fairly scattered method
    over the last couple of days with the time she had available to her, but with the
    library empty she hoped she would be able to be more organized and thorough. She
    needed a better history book, and preferably multiple, than the one she had brought
    for the required class.

    She had read a number of mundane history books, and that had created a certain
    expectation for those of the magical world. The falsely titled A History of
    Magic had most definitely not met those expectations. There was not one single
    thing in the book about druids, or for that matter much of anything of value. The
    entire book was about how the wizards had formed their 'magnificent government' and
    how they had achieved victories over other magical species. The author had painted it
    as the wizards bringing civilization to the unenlightened non-humans; as far as Hazel
    could tell from reading between the lines, it was more a celebration of them
    conquering their neighbors and imposing their will on all others.
    And even more, it was concerned solely with the wizards' history here in the British
    Isles, with less than a chapter dedicated to an overarching wizarding government body
    and nothing about any other country in any kind of detail.

    Most ironic of all, this did not even feel like it was something the wizards had
    come up with themselves. It was all too reminiscent of what she had read in a few
    books back in Bristol about the Roman Empire and how they manipulated and controlled
    information that was available to the general populace. They demonized their rivals
    to make it easier to justify going out on campaigns to seize land and slaves, and
    even when they lost they claimed they had actually won so as not to risk lowering
    public morale. They had been concerned about their legacy and how future generations
    would see them, and that led to them distorting the truth so as to cast themselves in
    the best light as they envisioned it.

    Hazel dearly hoped that was not true of all wizard historians,
    that some of them were more concerned with recording the real truth than making
    themselves look good. Otherwise she was going to have a harder time digging into the
    past than she already faced. About the only good thing was that she could
    definitively and without reservation scratch one class off her schedule and free up
    three hours a week for her own purposes.

    Those extra hours were in addition to whatever she could claim once everyone else
    was asleep. Now that she had a fairly comfortable place to bed down whenever she was
    locked out of the common room, the faint hesitation she had to sneaking into the
    library had faded away. Tomorrow was Saturday, so she hoped that would mean she would
    not be missed when she was not present for the group trip to breakfast. Even so, she
    had forced herself to tell Sally-Anne not to expect her in the morning, although she
    had to tell a little white lie and say it was because she wanted an early morning
    instead of admitting that she was going to sneak into the library.

    Having other people worry about her activities and where she was going had been
    strange enough with the werewolves and the hags, and those groups were at least
    willing to let her do what she wanted when she wanted. The attitude of the
    Hufflepuffs and their need to know everything she was doing when she was not in view
    was nearly smothering. Sally-Anne was the worst in regard to that, enough that Hazel
    had found herself almost regretting becoming friends with the anxious blonde. Not
    that she would ever tell the other girl; Sally-Anne already acted pitiful enough that
    disavowing their friendship would be like kicking a whimpering puppy.

    But oh! If only she could get a little more personal space.

    She reached into her satchel and pulled out her wooden campfire sphere before
    giving it a squeeze to set it alight with ethereal flames. Her ghost hand lifted it
    up so it might follow her more closely without tying up one of her hands, the red
    light shining past her glinting off the embossed titles of the books before her.
    Night Eye, the paste Gertrud had taught her how to make so many months ago and that
    currently tingled on her eyelids, was invaluable to see in the darkness, but her
    enhanced nightvision was insufficient on its own to make out tiny details like words
    written on book spines or pages. It was yet another advantage of her campfire sphere,
    in addition to its lack of batteries and the amount of light it shined. Unlike her
    old torch, the spectral flames were not bright enough or the right color to blind her
    whenever she wore Night Eye.

    Breakfast started around six in the morning, and it was midnight now. That meant a
    solid six hours that she had at her disposal before anyone could possible expect to
    find her. And since it would be Saturday morning, no one would need her for anything
    and she could take a short nap sometime in the afternoon.

    It was the perfect circumstance for a late-night search. She could only hope it
    would be a search that was fruitful.

    

    "How convenient. Now I won't have to look for her. Miss Potter?"

    Hazel had to hold back a sigh, silent as it would be. Her plan after spending all
    night in the library had been to catch a quick nap and then return to the library to
    continue her search in the daylight. The nap should – should – take
    her less time than she had spent in the library overnight, and it had the advantage
    of getting her away from Madam Pince. Back in Little Whinging the school librarian,
    Miss Brandine, was someone she liked and who liked her more than she had the typical
    student. Madam Pince, on the other hand, seemed in Hazel's admittedly limited
    observations to regard most students with the same level of distaste and distrust.
    Hazel, in fact, was apparently a person of special interest, both because of her
    father's behavior throughout his time at Hogwarts as well as because of some incident
    where her mother somehow set a section of the Restricted Section on fire?

    It was times like this that Hazel hated that she could not bluntly ask questions
    about thoughts she overheard because what in the world?!

    Regardless, it meant she had appreciated the time away from Madam Pince's
    inquisitive eye, even if it required that she stay up all night. Hence the nap she
    desperately wanted; a nap she somehow doubted would be coming her way anytime soon if
    Professor Sprout was looking for her. She turned around to find the head of
    Hufflepuff house standing only a few feet behind her.'Yes, Professor?'

    "I'm sorry it has taken this long to find time, but I wanted to have a talk with
    you about something, namely your lack of wand, and get it sorted out. You
    weren't in the dorms, but one of your roommates mentioned that you had left for an
    early breakfast. Would you come along with me please?"

    No, that nap was not in her future at all, was it? Hazel let out the sigh this
    time and shoved the last of her toast in her mouth before picking up her staff and
    ushering Morgan to her shoulder. Silly bird was much more chipper than she was, which
    she supposed made sense. He had not been up all night reading, after all. She
    followed Professor Sprout out of the Great Hall and hastened her steps a little to
    come even with the professor. 'No one else has needed a wand in
    Herbology.'

    "I'm not worried about Herbology, Miss Potter. I'm more concerned with your other
    classes. Half of your classes are based on wandwork, and you simply will not be able
    to do well in them without one." Professor Sprout shook her head. "I'm more surprised
    that you did not bring one despite it being on the supply list."

    'I already told McGonagall about this. I can't use one. At all. There was no
    point getting something I can never use.'

    Professor Sprout slowed to a stop, and Hazel stopped a couple of steps ahead and
    turned around to look at the professor. Professor Sprout stared back at her with
    surprise that was quickly morphing into pity. "I heard there were rumors that she
    was a Squib, but I didn't think they could be true. I'm still not sure, honestly.
    Minerva told me she could do a few 'parlor tricks', as she put it, without a wand,
    and surely Squibs cannot do such a thing. Who told you you can't use a wand,
    Miss Potter?"

    'Mr. Ollivander. I went to his shop to get a wand only to find out I can't use
    one.'

    "Ollivander told her that? Now I find myself
    more curious than ever. I planned to take you to Ollivander's shop today to get
    matched with a wand anyway, so this gives us both an opportunity to get more details.
    Surely there has to be more to the story."

    There was more, but Hazel did not exactly want Professor Sprout learning those
    details any more than she wanted them known by McGonagall. She had entirely too much
    experience as it was with adults doing whatever they thought best, and for a pair of
    witches who had never interacted with non-wizards with magic, breaking her staff
    would be an easy decision. They would not care that according to Mr. Ollivander's own
    words she would be left as half a witch; half a witch was probably better in their
    minds than a complete druid. It was something they understood.

    A week was not a long time, but it was enough for Hazel to learn that in the
    wizards' eyes, she very much was not.

    Do you think we would be able to sneak back into the castle on our own,
    she asked Morgan. Having her staff broken was not an outcome she could accept. If
    Professor Sprout insisted or forced the issue…

    Well, she had escaped people chasing her before. Between her ignore-me smoke and
    jumping, she could get away. It would mean losing access to the library and the
    guaranteed meals, but she would not surrender her entire way of life just for
    that.

    Her decision made, she glanced sideways at Professor Sprout and decided to change
    the subject. She might as well get some of her curiosity sated, particularly if this
    was the last time she had to ask. Asking outright about spells to protect an area
    against someone jumping in or out was probably a bit too on the nose, but…
    'Professor, I know the common room has the barrels protecting it, and from my
    understanding the other houses have something similar. I just don't understand
    why.'

    Professor Sprout nodded at the change in subject. "That is a very good question,
    Miss Potter, and one that few ask. I myself did not know the full purpose until I
    became head of house. While today they are meant to provide a safe place for the
    members of the house, somewhere they can leave their belongings without worrying that
    members of another house will damage or otherwise interfere with them, the passwords
    and the barrels were originally meant to be a different kind of protection.

    "It ties into why the school is built like a castle. It's because it is. The
    Founders lived in a time when magic was known to the Muggle populace, and they
    worried that collecting a large group of untrained students all in one place would
    prove too tempting a target for magic-hating Muggles. The common rooms are therefore
    the last line of defense and have additional protections compared to the rest of the
    castle. Should the castle walls ever be breached, students can flee into their common
    rooms with the doors locked tight behind them until the danger has passed. With the
    invention of the Floo system, ugh, all the common rooms' fireplaces were
    connected and locked in a way that any member of staff can undo, providing a means of
    escape that was lacking in the Founders' day."

    'What about it if were not just magic-haters who attacked? I know some wizards
    can teleport. What is to keep them from coming into the school?' Hazel wrote,
    carefully not looking at the professor. She did not want the older woman seeing any
    hint of her backup plan in her eyes. She was well aware that there was some spell
    preventing her from jumping in the school itself, but she did not know where the
    spell ended. That would be essential information if she needed to run.

    "You have nothing to worry about from that, Miss Potter. There are spells over the
    castle that prevent Apparation into or out from the castle." She could not hold the
    displeased frown at that answer, one that told her nothing she did not already know,
    and Professor Sprout saw it. "Is that not enough reassurance for her? Then again,
    if she is that worried about people Apparating into the castle, which is something
    that isn't too much of a surprise considering her history… The spell covers the
    grounds as well, all the way to the walls at the edges. There are additional spells
    on the walls to further deter anyone seeking to force their way in."

    By now they had reached a familiar door, one that Devin had shown them during the
    tour that first day. Professor Sprout opened it and waved Hazel to join her in the
    office. Once the door was closed, the professor walked over to the small fireplace on
    one wall and tapped the mantle with her wand. The fireplace immediately grew in both
    height and width, no longer only a couple of feet to a side but tall enough for two
    of Hazel to walk about side-by-side. Professor Sprout picked up a bowl that had
    appeared alongside the larger fireplace and offered it out to Hazel, the bowl filled
    with glittering powder like silver that had been ground into sand. "Do you know how
    to use the Floo, Miss Potter? We are headed to the Leaky Cauldron."

    She gave the professor a nod and took a pinch of powder, though not without an
    internal grimace. The fireplace network was not one she liked, not when it tossed her
    around like a ship on the stormy seas. Taking a deep breath, she tossed the powder
    into the fireplace and directed her thoughts into the verdant flames just as she did
    when she spoke to Morgan or when she communicated with the maple tree from whose
    branch she had made her staff. Leaky Cauldron.

    A step, and she was swept away by the flames. She held her staff and Morgan close,
    her eyes squeezed shut tight to try to keep some of the dizziness back. Without her
    eyes to confuse her, she had a moment's warning where the sickening spinning seemed
    to slow for just an instant before she was shot out of the fireplace like a
    cannonball. She rolled over and over again, Morgan taking off from her shoulder so he
    would not get squished, and she grunted in silence when she bounced to a stop off
    something hard.

    "Cor, girl! Watch where you're going!" the man whose legs she had hit shouted.
    Hazel opened her eyes to give the wizard a glare. It was not her fault that the
    fireplaces hated her! If she had her choice, she would jump from place to place
    exclusively and never bother with this particular bit of wizarding madness.

    She staggered to her feet and braced herself against her staff on one side and an
    empty table on the other. Her equilibrium was still coming back to her when the
    fireplace roared again and disgorged Professor Sprout. The witch did not come flying
    out like she had, but nonetheless the professor stumbled over to the nearest wall and
    slumped against it. Professor Sprout looked distinctly green, and with a breath to
    shake off the last of her own dizziness Hazel moved in the professor's direction.
    'Are you okay, Professor Sprout?'

    "Do I look okay? It is nothing for you to worry about, Miss Potter. I'm
    fine." Professor Sprout pushed herself fully upright and gave Hazel a wan smile.
    "Not that it isn't nice to see her worrying about someone else. Other than Miss
    Perks and Miss Smith, I haven't seen her act truly
    warm to any of the other Badgers. I worry about how
    well she will do in Hufflepuff if she continues to be so standoffish. I have an
    inner ear issue that causes me issues with magical transportation. The Floo is sadly
    the least bad option I have for getting around, but it doesn't make it
    enjoyable."

    Now that was something Hazel could understand, and she gave Professor Sprout a
    sympathetic grimace. The fireplace network, the Floo, whatever they wanted to call
    it, held a special hatred for her. If every form of transportation misbehaved that
    same way? Oof. 'What about teleportation? Does that also cause problems?

    Professor Sprout gave her a nod, and Hazel could only feel even more sorry for the
    witch. She might not be a stranger to getting from place to place solely with her own
    feet, but jumping was ever so much more convenient. Not to mention necessary when her
    journeys required moving across entire countries.

    'We can wait here awhile if you need time to get your feet back under
    you.'

    "That is sweet of you to offer, Miss Potter, but I'm fine now. This trip is about
    your lack of a wand, not my lack of balance. Trips to Ollivander can take quite a bit
    of time, so we had best get a move on."

    The streets of Diagon Alley were noticeably less packed than they had been when
    Hazel had come by just a month ago, and Professor Sprout caught her moment of
    surprise. "It is always busier during the end of the summer. Some of that is because
    of the rush for school supplies, and some of it is that because of that rush stores
    will sometimes offer sales that everyone else wants to take advantage of."

    With the smaller crowd and no need for Hazel to gawk at all the new stores around
    her, the walk to Mr. Ollivander's shop was quicker than it had been during her first
    visit to Diagon Alley. The bell over the door dinged when Professor Sprout pushed it
    open, the sound catching Mr. Ollivander's attention from deeper in the store but
    still in sight from the doorway. He glanced up with a curious frown before smiling at
    the sight of Professor Sprout. "Ah, Professor Sprout. Hornbeam and unicorn hair,
    twelve inches. Nurturing but firm. Is it still serving you well?"

    Despite being behind the professor, Hazel could still almost feel the roll of
    Professor Sprout's eyes. Her thoughts revealed a certain near-fondness, though. "Yes,
    it is, Mr. Ollivander. I'm not here about my wand, however. A student of mine
    recently came to school without one of her own, and I hoped you had one amongst your
    stock that would fit her."

    Mr. Ollivander set a chisel and hammer down out of sight and started walking
    towards the counter at the front of the store. "A student without a wand? My
    goodness, that will not do at all…" His eyes fell on Hazel as she closed the door
    behind them, and when they did she could feel his surprise and confusion. "Miss
    Potter? I had not expected to see you here again. She was quite firm in her
    opinion when she left last time."

    Professor Sprout glanced back and forth between Hazel and Mr. Ollivander.
    "Here again? That would fit with what she said
    about him telling her that she can't use a wand, but that still makes no
    sense."

    'I did not expect to come back here again either, Mr. Ollivander. I told the
    teachers what you told me about how I can't use a wand, but they refuse to believe
    me.'

    His eyes moved from the floating letters in the air to first her face and then her
    staff. She pulled the shaft of maple closer to her in response, hoping he would pick
    up what she was implying but did not want written or spoken in the professor's
    earshot.

    "Ah. She has told them the what but not the why. Fear of what they would do if
    they knew it was her staff causing issues, perhaps?" He gave her a reassuring
    smile before turning back to Professor Sprout. "Miss Potter is right, I'm sad to say.
    I tested her against every wand in my shop, and she rejected them all. Some of them
    rather violently, I might add."

    "She rejected them?" repeated Professor Sprout. "Do you mean she refused to take
    one, or…?"

    He shook his head. "It was not a conscious decision, no. It is a clash of natures.
    A wand might choose the witch, but it must be accepted by both sides. Such an
    agreement was not possible."

    "I don't even know what he means by that. Should we seek out a different
    wandmaker then? Not to insult your talent and skills," she added when Mr.
    Ollivander's unblinking eyes grew stormy, "but to see if perhaps there is a wood or
    something someone else uses that might be more… acceptable to her?"

    The professor's words did little to settle Mr. Ollivander's flaring temper. He
    stood somewhat straighter than he had, and Hazel shivered at the feeling of an
    approaching thunderstorm. "You misunderstand me, Pomona Sprout. It is not a matter of
    a particular wood or core or combination thereof. If that were the case, there would
    have been some consideration with the wands she tried rather than a flat rejection.
    So long as Miss Potter carries her staff, there is no wand made by my hand
    or any other that will choose her. You can take her to another wandmaker and find
    that out firsthand, but you will only be wasting your time.

    "Especially when I doubt anyone else would be able to uncover
    why they cannot find a matching wand. I almost missed
    it, and that is with more experience than those youngsters put together. They would
    be left stumbling in the dark."

    "I see," Professor Sprout said with a face and voice that made it clear even to
    people who could not read minds that she saw naught at all. "How could a wand not
    choose a witch? It's a piece of wood. What is he talking about, that it was not a
    conscious rejection? If you are sure that she can use no wand at all…?" Mr.
    Ollivander nodded, his expression becoming more placid despite Professor Sprout
    asking again what he had just said. "Then I suppose we will have to trust your
    professional opinion. I have never heard of such a thing, but he is
    considered the expert on wandlore. If he says it
    isn't possible, I will not presume to gainsay him. I'm sorry for wasting your
    time."

    "An opportunity to learn new things is never wasted," Mr. Ollivander said with a
    faint smile and the most subtle hint of condescension. "It was a pleasure to see you
    again. I would like to have a private word with Miss Potter, though, if that is
    acceptable?"

    Professor Sprout gave the wandmaker a nod and stepped out of the shop. As soon as
    the door closed fully, the man's expression became flat and he let out a small huff
    as a nebulous dark cloud swirled around in his head. Discontent, irritation, and a
    strange sense of impatience. When his eyes found her, however, the melange of
    emotions had already passed. "I take it from your attitude that this trip was
    arranged over your protests?"

    'More like it was arranged without telling me about it at all until Professor
    Sprout was taking me to her office.' Mr. Ollivander nodded in understanding,
    only to pause when she continued writing. 'And thank you, Mr. Ollivander. While I
    have told the teachers that I can't use a wand, I never told them why. I was worried
    that they would do something like break my staff if they knew it was the cause. Thank
    you for not telling her.'

    In other words, exactly what he assumed was the reason for her silence. She could
    not agree with those assumptions directly without giving away that she could hear his
    thoughts, and she did not want to risk losing the man's good opinion and making him
    fear her in the way her relatives had her magic or be angry at her like Snape. This
    was the best compromise she could think of.

    "Wizards never have been good at accepting people who want to do things their own
    way," he said in a bland voice that had her smiling. "As for my discretion, there is
    nothing to thank me for. I shall not gainsay the choice you have made knowingly.
    Everyone's path is their own to walk. Your staff might not be one of my children, but
    the bond between them is the same. To violate that would be an abhorrent act, and one
    I refuse to be party to any more than I would snap a wizard's wand."

    She gave him a curtsey and a wave nevertheless and left the store to join
    Professor Sprout in the Alley proper. "That was quick," the witch remarked with a
    questioning expression.

    Hazel shrugged with one shoulder, her writing hand firmly at her side. Mr.
    Ollivander had already told the professor that he wanted to speak privately, and
    hopefully that would be enough. After a short moment, Professor Sprout nodded. "Very
    well. Back to the Leaky Cauldron, I suppose, and brave the Floo once
    more."

    Hazel's gaze moved down the alley in the direction of the pub and stopped on a
    particular store that lay in their path. 'Actually,' she wrote, 'while
    we're here I have a question. For classes, am I supposed to use a quill and
    parchment, or does it not matter?'

    "…What?"

    'Professor Snape assigned us an essay of a required length, and I noticed
    people measuring out rolls of parchment before starting. But no one ever said it was
    a requirement.'

    Professor Sprout looked down at her as if she had grown a second head. "Of course
    parchment is required! Are you telling me you came to Hogwarts without anything to
    write on?! Did you bring quills and ink, either, Miss Potter? First a wand,
    although that has an explanation at least, and now anything with which to do her
    homework? Do I need to go through all of her school supplies?"

    'I brought paper and pens to do homework and take notes with!' she wrote,
    throwing her hands up after her protest was written out. 'No one said I needed
    parchment or quills specifically, and it wasn't on the shopping list sent out with
    the letters either!'

    The look of incomprehension on the professor's face only grew more intense. "What
    are you talking about? Of course it is on the supply list."

    No, it was not! She had checked that the first time she noticed she was the only
    one using pen and paper. Hazel shoved her hand into her satchel and pulled out the
    list of school supplies, her eyes never leaving Professor Sprout's own, and pointedly
    held the list out for the woman to examine for herself.

    Professor Sprout took the folded piece of parchment out of Hazel's hands and
    started reading it. The farther she read, the slower her eyes moved and the more
    confused her expression became. "But… There is no mention of parchment. Or quills or
    ink. Merlin. Surely we would have said they were required…" Very, very slowly,
    Professor Sprout looked up from the list to meet Hazel's gaze again.

    "I am sorry, Miss Potter," Professor Sprout said with a faint grimace on her face
    and guilt bubbling in her mind. "You are right, both about this and your inability to
    use a wand. I shouldn't have disbelieved you. I can only imagine what this might
    look like to her, having a professor proved wrong in front of her face twice in a
    matter of minutes.

    "To answer your question, then, yes, you are required to turn in both your
    homework as well as answer your tests on parchment. You will need a quill as well;
    Muggle materials do not write as well on parchment as a proper quill will. You can
    use whatever materials you want for your notes, or at least you can in my class.
    Other professors can tell you that they do not want you to use Muggle materials in
    their classes if they so desire." The woman's eyes moved to the stationary store just
    as Hazel's had. "We can purchase what you need at Scribbulus. Unless you need to stop
    at Gringotts first? We have an agreement with Ollivander to allow deferred
    payment should a student break their wand mid-year, so grabbing coin was not a
    priority. I don't think we have such an agreement with any of the other stores in
    Diagon…"

    Quickly Hazel gave Professor Sprout a shake of her head. 'I have enough.'
    It was a good thing she still had plenty of the money she stole from that G.L.
    person, though she should probably continue taking notes in her normal notebooks
    since she had so many in her bag. That would allow her to reserve her parchment and
    quill ink for assignments she needed to hand in. 'Let's go, then. I wanted to
    spend time at the library today, and we're burning daylight.'

    

    Dear Hazel,

    Your notes on this drying spell you sent to us were much appreciated. Marcel
    in fact did not learn it during his time at Beauxbatons, but if his old school
    teaches magic in roughly the same framework your own does, likely it was a spell he
    would have been taught in a few more years. Regardless, it is certainly making the
    laundry duties faster to finish, and it has given us some ideas that we might
    investigate later in order to earn a few extra sous.

    I am honestly torn on your offer to send us notes on other spells you are
    taught. On the one hand, I find it hard to refuse with how useful they would no doubt
    be, which I know is why you are offering in the first place. On the other, I do not
    want you to put additional work and stress on yourself to the point that it hinders
    your own education. That is the reason you are attending your magic school in the
    first place.

    We are doing well here overall. Serge has finally opened up, I feel, but it
    only came after he spent a week morose and inconsolable. I think he has finally
    realized that no matter what he does, his parents have given him up for good. It is
    always painful to watch a child discover that he is no longer wanted by his own
    family because of events beyond his control. The only silver lining I can see is that
    now will he be able to heal, and he has the entire commune willing to support him.
    This is sadly a pain all of us have felt within our own hearts.

    Claude turned sixteen a month ago or so, and he has since found a job in a
    restaurant off Place Cachee. We were worried initially that it was an offer too good
    to be true, but over the last couple of weeks his employer seems to be as good as his
    word. That by itself is unusual; exceptionally few wizards ever treat us kindly or
    fairly. Claude has mentioned that he thinks the head chef during the night shift
    might be a vampire, though, which would support that conclusion no matter how hard it
    is to believe.

    On a lighter note, Erik has started writing some new music, and shockingly it
    does not feature his old flame. It is a welcome change of pace, if I may say so
    myself.

    The owl arrived while everyone was eating breakfast, and I did not have the
    heart to deny to the others that it was you who sent the letter. They all had things
    they wanted to tell you, and several of them voiced threats if I did not pass their
    comments on.

    Elise says you need to eat well, and eat many small meals through the day. We
    have all seen how small a stomach you have, and while none of us want you to be ill
    you need to eat more than you do. It is not healthy how thin you are. On that note,
    Simone chimed in and says you should make an effort to try every food the castle has
    to offer at least once.

    Grégoire reminded us of your proclivities for exploration and wants your
    promise to avoid exploring dangerous places. Barring that, I want a promise that you
    will at least be careful should your wandering take you somewhere that poses a risk
    to your safety. He also asks that you avoid doing harm to yourself and that you will
    understand what he means. He refused to explain it to me, and I can only think of a
    few explanations for his words, so I will also add that if you ever need to speak to
    someone about any problems in your life, you are always a welcome face among us.
    Please do not do anything rash if you feel overwhelmed.

    I mentioned that some of the others threatened me if I did not relay their
    advice, no? I speak more specifically about Jacqueline and Yvette. In order to keep
    my hands where they are, I reluctantly will forward their demands that you find all
    the cute boys and tease them fiercely. I think they want you to come out of your
    shell some, but their minds are more inscrutable to men than women normally are.
    Jacqueline had other things she wanted to tell you, but none of them were things that
    are fit to be put to paper and even less to be read by innocent eyes. You can ask her
    about them when you are older.

    As for myself, my advice is somewhat different. I noticed that your letter
    contained a great amount of detail about the where and the what of your school, but
    little of the who. I will not tell you not to
    focus on your academics, for that is the primary point of a school, but I have no
    doubt that as bright and clever as you are, you will fly through all your classes
    with ease. I am more concerned that you should reach out and try to make friends your
    own age. Whether that is within this Hufflepuff house of which you are a new member
    or through your classes or even after joining a club matters not, but it needs to be
    a task you push yourself to do. I know from my own time before I joined this group
    that the life of a wanderer is a lonely one even if you collect a number of
    acquaintances, and I do not wish that life on someone of your years.

    And yes, do well in your classes. Elise is upset about what I just wrote and
    is now glaring at me. You have an opportunity that has been denied to all of us, and
    you need to make the most of it. I know you will make us all proud.

    Ever your friends,

    Jean Luc and everyone else

    Hazel folded the letter that had arrived at breakfast that morning and stroked the
    creases thoughtfully. She had not expected this kind of a letter to come to her. A
    thank you from the werewolves at some point, yes, but not as quickly as it had. It
    had only been a couple of days since she sent her first letter to the commune about
    the drying charm, and her only expectation would be a short paragraph or two. Not
    advice and well wishes from so many people in the commune.

    It felt… different from the attitudes of the wizards here at Hogwarts. True, the
    professors had their expectations, but they felt more severe and demanding. It was
    much like the teachers at Little Whinging had behaved. They wanted things, and they
    would express their acceptance or displeasure based on whether and how those
    expectations were met. It was something she was used to, even if it was never
    comfortable; transactional, almost.

    The werewolves' letter was something else entirely. It was encouraging, with no
    doubt as to whether or how she would succeed. They assumed she would – easily, even,
    if Jean Luc's words were to be believed – and that kind of pressure was a new feeling
    to Hazel. Part of her wanted to squirm beneath it, but another part of it was tempted
    to revel in it instead. It was not the praise Petunia and Vernon had lavished on
    Dudley, but it felt like it was in the same sphere.

    The newness of this attitude, at least directed at her, was disconcerting.

    Footsteps tapped faintly on the stone, and Hazel's eyes flicked up as Professor
    Flitwick walked past her. That would not be strange normally, but she was leaning
    against a wall on the path from the Great Hall to the Hufflepuff dorms, wrapped up in
    her ignore-me smoke to give herself a little privacy while she read the letter.
    Sally-Anne and the other Hufflepuffs had already expressed curiosity about who was
    writing to her, this being the first letter she had received since coming to the
    school, and the blonde had been even more confused when she saw that the letter was
    written in French.

    After witnessing the attitude of British wizards towards their lupine cousins,
    Hazel had no interest in telling them any more of her associations with the commune.
    The wizards so far had not shown themselves worthy of that level of trust.

    Still, that did not explain why Professor Flitwick would be walking towards the
    Hufflepuff areas, nor why his thoughts were focused on giving 'it' to 'her'. Was one
    of the Hufflepuffs in trouble or something? But if so, why would he not simply take
    away the points the students and staff were so enamored with? And why make a special
    trip on a Sunday instead of waiting for classes?

    Her curiosity now thoroughly piqued, she pushed herself off the wall and started
    following in his footsteps.

    Professor Flitwick walked the entire path to the barrels that made up the hidden
    entrance to the Hufflepuff common room and stopped in front of the proper barrel.
    Laying his hand against it, he muttered something she could not catch. Hazel had
    assumed, reasonably she might add, that professors could get into the common rooms
    without issue, that they had some kind of special access.

    The barrels popping open and spraying him with far more vinegar than they could
    possibly contain proved that assumption to be a baseless one.

    Watching the tiny professor splutter from where he lay on his back in sodden robes
    was too funny to ignore, and she covered her mouth to hide her smile even as she
    dismissed her ignore-me smoke. A tap of her staff against the stone floor quickly got
    his attention. 'Do you need some help, Professor?'

    "Oh, how embarrassing. I am quite fine, Miss Potter," he told her. Not
    that he refused her hand when she reached out to help him back to his feet. "Why
    is she here right now? This is the one place I did not want her to be. It's a
    very pleasant day outside. I'm sure you have better things to do than to hang around
    empty hallways."

    He did not want her to be here? That was strange, and she had to wonder whether
    she was the person he had been thinking about on his walk down here. Except that
    still did not explain why he was here. She tilted her head as she
    looked him up and down, then gave him a shrug with one shoulder. 'Maybe. Maybe
    not. Either way, right now I'm curious about what you're doing here.'

    "I suppose I shouldn't be surprised about that. Your mother would rarely let
    something go if it caught her attention, either." Hazel blinked at the sudden
    comparison to her mother and almost missed Professor Flitwick reaching out his hand.
    "I was here to test this."

    Between his thumb and his forefinger was a small, blue-grey pebble. Before she
    could ask what it was, he gave it a small squeeze. From the stone came his own voice,
    reciting in a monotone, "I want to enter the common room."

    It took her a moment to realize the significance of what such a stone would do,
    and another for her to believe it might connect to her. She had a couple of false
    starts before she finally wrote out, 'Is that for me?'

    "Indeed. It was supposed to be a surprise, actually. Professor McGonagall asked me
    to come up with a way for the Ravenclaws' knocker to recognize the written word in
    case you were Sorted into my house, but the Hufflepuffs' entrance does not have
    anything approaching eyes I could use. I had to come up with something else, even
    if this was the only thing I could come up with that I thought had a chance of
    working. Sadly, this does not seem to do the trick."

    'Maybe it does, and you were just using it wrong.' He frowned at her
    comment, so she explained, 'From what the prefects told us, the door opens if you
    have an honest reason to enter. You didn't actually want to get inside; you just
    wanted to test this speaking-stone.'

    Professor Flitwick glanced between her and the stack of barrels. "An
    intent-based defense? Pomona never told me anything about that. That is an
    interesting theory, Miss Potter. The only question is how we would go about testing
    it."

    'That part is obvious. May I?' She held out her hand, and Professor
    Flitwick handed over the pebble as he caught on to what she had in mind. She rolled
    the stone around and around in her fingers as she walked up to the barrels and laid
    her hand against the middle one; Morgan, perhaps not wanting to chance anything,
    leapt off her shoulder and flew towards the professor. I want to enter the common
    room, I want to enter the common room, she told herself as she gave the pebble a
    squeeze. She hoped a focused thought would be enough, and she really did want to go
    inside. Even if she was just going to come back out a moment later.

    The spray of vinegar told her just how well she deceived the entryway.

    Hazel spluttered and spat out the vinegar that had found its way into her mouth as
    the torrent slowed to a trickle. Professor Flitwick had managed to step out of the
    way of her slide and now stood with his own hand over his own mouth. Morgan,
    twittering on his shoulder, had no such decency. "I really should not laugh, but
    I can see now why Miss Potter looked so amused. Should I assume you were not
    successful either?"

    'Very funny.' She pulled herself up to her feet with the help of her
    staff and spread her fingers out against the fabric of her robes. A few ripples
    later, they were clean and dry.

    "What in the world?" Hazel glanced over at Professor Flitwick as he
    looked at her hand in fascination. He met her gaze and gave her a small, peculiar
    smile. "I had heard the conclusions other students have drawn, and Professor Sprout
    mentioned that you are unable to use a wand at all. I must say, though, that I did
    not expect this. Wandless magic is so incredibly rare."

    Rare? That was not the word Hazel had ever heard the wizards use about magic
    without a wand. 'All the books I read say that wandless magic is impossible.
    You're the first person who has said otherwise.'

    "I have a slight advantage over most wizards," he replied with a tight smile.
    "Partly because of grandfather and his stories of the magics the goblins put into
    their metalwork, one of the excuses for why they are prohibited to carry wands.
    Partly because back in the day, before I started teaching, I worked the
    international duelist circuit. It means I got to see how different wizards from other
    parts of the world use magic. A few people who trained at Ilvermorny – the school for
    magic in the United States – claimed to have learned some abilities that did not
    require a wand, although mostly that boiled down to a process that was more along the
    lines of rituals. Only one witch could do anything on demand without spending five
    minutes setting things up, and even that was limited to moving small objects around.
    What you can do puts their accomplishments to shame."

    The hope that had begun to bloom in her heart quickly wilted. It took her a second
    before she was willing to write what she understood him to say. 'So you know of
    no one who can do what I can?'

    "Know personally? No." Professor Flitwick frowned. "And while I will not say that
    this is fact, it is rumored that African wizards who study at
    Uagadou learn purely wandless magic. No one knows how they do it, or again if they
    even can, but seeing what you can do makes me think it might not be all that
    different."

    'Why is it just a rumor?' she asked. 'Why not just ask
    them?'

    At her question, Professor Flitwick sighed and looked away from her at the wall.
    "We would if we knew where they were. The wizards of that continent are insular to
    the extreme. After the colonization of Muggle Africa by the European powers and the
    enslavement of the people there, the majority of the native wizards cut off basically
    all contact with outsiders. Not that they interacted much with others to begin with;
    it was rare to see them deal with anyone but the wizards in Egypt and some of the
    other northern regions of Africa, whose wizards practice magic more along the lines
    of the Arabic tradition. Even the Egyptians do not know where their school lies or
    how to get in touch with them."

    She sighed and reached up to scratch Morgan's breast feathers. His response was
    better and yet also worse than she expected. Other people could do
    what she did; this was the first time she had been told such a thing, or even rumors
    of such a thing. But the only people who might know how to help her progress and
    teach her anything she could use without breaking it apart and putting it back
    together again also refused to have anything to do with people who looked like
    her.

    The professor's hand reached up to pat her elbow consolingly. "What must her
    life be like, walking through a world where neither Muggle nor wizard is truly like
    her?" Professor Flitwick wondered to himself. She shifted her eyes over to look
    at him and the smile she knew he was putting on for her benefit, not because he was
    truly confident. "Chin up, Miss Potter. Hogwarts might not be a perfect fit, but it
    is better than nothing. You have seven years here. I'm sure that in that time
    together we can come up with something."

    'Together?' she repeated.

    He gave her a nod. "I do not understand how you use magic the way you do, but I'd
    like to think I have a decent grounding in magical theory. Hopefully I can give you
    some kind of guidance. And if not?" He shrugged and gave her a sheepish smile. "Two
    fools stumbling in the dark is no worse than one, wouldn't you say?"

    

    I'm aware that you guys have had a long wait for this chapter, and fair
    warning but it will probably be a longer one until the next. Moving to another state
    (again) is going to take up a majority of my time for the near future.

    After taking a similar role in the Black Queen series, I wasn't expecting
    to have another mentor Flitwick story so soon. We'll see how well it
    goes.

    Silently Watches out.

  


  
    38. More Meetings
  

  
    soumisezita: Ask me no questions, and I'll tell you no lies.
    ;-)

    Gwest #1: Erik is one of several werewolves who were either
    mentioned but never shown or who exist only in my notes. The werewolves of Compiègne
    are a COMMUNE, but I didn't go out of my way to introduce every single one of them.
    Whenever a new name pops up in communication between Hazel and the wolves, it's safe
    to assume it's one of the many unseen others who populate the group. Ironically it
    makes it feel more real to me that there are people Hazel knows by name but who never
    showed up in any meaningful way that warranted explicit story-time.

    Gwest #3: I don't know that I would compare McG to Ron
    directly, if only because she is far more perceptive than Ron was ever in
    the books and we've never seen her betray anyone because circumstances were
    inconvenient. (I'm not Ron's biggest fan, if you can't tell.) That said, a lot of
    McG's issues aren't hers specifically. Wizards as a whole aren't an especially
    creative or flexible culture. They have reasons not to be creative, and thankfully
    they are reasons that don't apply to Hazel. It does, however, mean that they don't
    have much of a foundation for handling new situations.

    Whew! This took SO much longer than I thought it would. Lots of stuff
    going on IRL that took priority over writing. I'm going to TRY to do better over the
    next several months, but I can't make any guarantees.

    

    Chapter 37
More Meetings

    The sun shone cheerfully overhead, buoying Hazel's spirits even as she grew more
    and more frustrated. She had been walking around the periphery of the grounds for
    close to an hour, searching fruitlessly for a route of escape. Professor Sprout had
    told her the previous day in Diagon Alley that the anti-teleportation magic covering
    the castle was tied to the walls, and that meant that if she ever wanted to leave the
    castle and grounds for any reason at all, she needed to find away around that.

    Unfortunately for her, she was already on the short side for her age, and the
    stone walls had clearly been built with defense of the school as the highest
    priority. The individual stones were each the size of her torso, and they were
    stacked ten feet high along the length of the wall. A massive wrought iron gate twice
    that height was the obvious route in and out, but despite her best efforts Hazel had
    been unable to even start climbing it. Every single one of the bars was slicker than
    anything else she had encountered throughout her travels, for which magic was the
    only obvious explanation.

    On the opposite side of the campus was the train station where they had all
    arrived on the first night, but when she checked that possible exit, the stairs up to
    the platform had vanished to who-knew-where and all the arches had been blocked off
    with solid wooden doors that she could not recall seeing the night she first stepped
    off the train.

    The gate was out. The train station was out. So far, the wall was out. Hazel would
    not deny that she already felt a sense of wanderlust luring her back to the
    neverending roads, but she was thankful that it was still only a low-level itch in
    the back of her mind for now. If she remained stuck here in this one little patch of
    land for months and months, though, trapped in a stone box like an animal in a
    cage…

    She shook her head, focusing on the here and now instead of possibilities she
    would not let become real. There was a way out; she just needed to
    find it. As far as she could tell from looking across the campus, she had examined
    three of the four 'sides' of the school grounds. The gate, the train station, and the
    wall in between. That just left one more.

    The Forbidden Forest that no one was supposed to enter.

    The edge of the trees started not fifteen feet from her, a small hillock hiding
    the junction of woods and wall from the sight of the castle. Yes, it was supposed to
    be 'forbidden', but she still had yet to hear a good reason why that was. The most
    reasonable answer had been that it contained trolls and werewolves, but in all
    honesty she was not concerned about the latter. The moon was in its first quarter
    stage based on what she saw in the sky the previous night, which meant she had about
    a week before any hypothetical werewolves would lose control of their own actions. If
    anything, she was hoping she did find another commune of werewolves.
    It would be nice to find people as kind as Jean Luc and the others, and they might
    appreciate being able to communicate with more of their own people in a place as far
    removed as Compiègne.

    What do you think, she asked Morgan as she looked at the inviting trees.
    You up for an adventure that has a chance to send us running for our lives
    again?

    The blue tit tilted his head at the sight before them and chirped
    nonchalantly.

    That's what I was thinking, too. Rolling her neck around on her
    shoulders, she walked into the tree line.

    Getting lost was not that much of a concern for her. She had a helpful guide in
    the form of the very wall she had been examining for a good chunk of the afternoon;
    as long as she kept it with a meter or two of herself – and preferably in arm's reach
    if she could manage that – it would be a hard task indeed to get too lost. She could
    always just turn around and walk back the same way she came until she was out of the
    woods.

    The thick trees all around her quickly swallowed up any sound that might have come
    from the castle grounds, and several minutes later a smile lit up her face. The
    constant and consistent shape of the wall changed ahead of her, and sure enough it
    was exactly what she was hoping to find. The wall might have once circled the entire
    castle, but here the stones were broken and came to an abrupt end. It was no small
    hole in the wall, either; the trees made it difficult to tell for sure, but she could
    see no sign of where this gap ended no matter how far she strained her eyes. It might
    as well not exist.

    Such a gap was what she had been searching for, but it was just not a physical
    wall that was her problem. Hazel walked around the end of the stone wall and took
    several steps away from it. If Professor Sprout was telling the truth, if the magic
    that stopped her jumping was tied to the stone wall or, perhaps more accurately,
    where the stone wall was supposed to be…

    Pushing herself towards a tree some twenty feet away, the world squeezed itself
    tight around her in the instant before she appeared exactly where she wanted to be.
    She hopped into the air and thrust her staff upwards. Teleportation was once more in
    her grasp!

    She turned back to the stone wall, a small frown supplanting her beaming smile.
    This break in the wall was her one entrance and exit back to the castle. She did not
    think she would have a problem recalling it in the future as it was fairly
    distinctive, but considering how it was still her only access to what was supposed to
    be the most extensive magical library in Britain, it would not hurt to have some kind
    of insurance. Pulling out her sketch pad and a pen, she shrugged to herself and slid
    down the trunk of the tree to which she had jumped and started drawing a basic
    picture of the area, both the wall and all the trees nearby. It should be enough in
    case she ever did manage to forget what it looked like.

    Sketching the scene out took twenty or so minutes, and when she was done and had
    put her notepad away she glanced up at what little bits of the sky were visible
    through the canopy. From the position of the sun, she judged that it was sometime in
    the mid-afternoon, which meant she still had plenty of daylight left before she was
    really worried about getting lost. What are your thoughts? Do we explore the
    stretch of the forest that is contained within the walls and protection of the
    castle's magic, or do we keep moving outward into the true heart of the woods,
    she asked her friend.

    Morgan chirped once, then he glanced over at the wall and flapped his wings
    impatiently.

    For all that Hazel knew his behavior would be incomprehensible to anyone else, she
    understood what he was telling her. That's a good point. If we do run into
    anything dangerous, best we be able to jump to the wall and away from the creature.
    That won't be possible if we go back inside. Decision made, she adjusted her
    grip on her staff, turned around, and started walking.

    It quickly became obvious that the 'Forbidden' Forest within the school grounds
    was maintained and culled by man, something that was directly contrasted by the
    appearance of the deeper woods. The trees grew closer together, their trunks gnarled
    and twisted until in some cases they only barely resembled the idea of what a tree
    was. The canopy too was becoming thicker the farther she explored, making the forest
    even darker to add to the foreboding atmosphere. In some ways, it reminded her most
    of Wistman's Woods and the Black Forest close to the hags' home. Places that were
    dark, almost cruel, and certainly not the kinds of places she would ever expect
    wizards to set foot inside.

    A small grin split her lips. Maybe that was the real reason the
    students were not allowed to come here.

    Jumping upwards, she grabbed the upper edge of a root system and pulled herself up
    over the ledge that had eroded over time to leave just a blank wall of earth like a
    miniature cliff. Climbing to her feet, she brushed off the worst of the dirt on her
    legs. The motion slowed and finally stopped as she stared into what counted for
    distance in such a dense forest, the thought of dirt driven entirely from her mind
    and replaced by the sight before her.

    Mist. Thick white mist, curling around on itself and slipping between the
    trees.

    Mist that would have made sense in the late evening, but not the afternoon.

    The forest was dark, now; darker than she would have expected before she started
    her wandering exploration. Hazel glanced up into the canopy, looking desperately for
    a break in the leaves so she could see the sky. Only after maneuvering around several
    trunks did she come across such a break, and what it revealed stole her breath
    away.

    The sky was not bright blue. It was the dimming purple familiar to twilight, and
    if she tilted her head just right she thought she could see a star twinkling behind
    the leaves. It was a view that only made sense if she had been out here for hours and
    hours.

    She knew she had not.

    What in the world could be causing this, then?

    The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. A shiver crawled down her spine,
    like spidery fingers tapping incessantly. She turned her head to the right, then to
    the left. And she kept turning until she was looking over her left shoulder at the
    woods behind her. With her head in that position, Morgan was right in front of her
    face, and she gave him a mirthless smile at the way his feathers were all puffed
    up.

    I feel it too, she reassured him before turning back around to look at
    the trees in front of them. We're being watched.

    She held still for a long moment and let the faint sounds of the forest fill her
    ears. Birds twittering in the distance. Wind stirring the branches. Her and Morgan's
    breaths. But nothing more. No twigs breaking off by a creature's passing; no leaves
    crunched beneath massive paws. As far as her ears could tell, they were alone.

    Which meant whatever was watching them was being very careful and very
    stealthy.

    Hazel was left with two options. She could continue on, hoping whatever this thing
    was would not attack her, or she could jump back to the wall and run for the safety
    of the castle. Return to the cage the wizards wanted to build around her.

    She rolled her shoulders and adjusted her grip on her staff. Whatever this thing
    was that was watching her, it had yet to make any aggressive moves. Best case
    scenario, she had stumbled into something's territory and it wanted to be sure she
    did not come any closer to its den. Worst case, it would spring out from the shadows,
    but its ambush had already been foiled. She knew it was there, and there was nothing
    stopping her now from snap-jumping into the boughs of the trees or somewhere else far
    away in her line of sight. By the time whatever hunted her knew where she was, she
    would be far enough away to jump back to the wall or literally anywhere else she
    wanted.

    So long as she could teleport, safety was just a thought away.

    Brushing Morgan's feathers, she resumed walking. Her eyes were on the path ahead
    of her, her ears perked for any signs of something attacking. A minute passed, then
    two. The feeling of being watched, of being hunted, did not abate, but no matter how
    much she waited, nothing came of it.

    The trees parted a short distance before her, and she stepped out of the forest
    proper into a clearing. Wind stirred the long grass and the fog that drifted over the
    blades, bringing scents of flowers to her nose even as she glanced up to find the sky
    filled with stars. The moon, still in the same phase as the previous night, hung
    above her and filled the clearing with more light than she was used to from anything
    but a full moon. As she turned around, she finally heard something: feet moving in
    the grass. Not behind or around her, but in front.

    Looking in the direction of the sound, she quickly spotted two yellow shapes on
    the other side of the clearing. Long heads perched on strong necks rose from the
    ground to reveal young horses. A pair of young horses stared at her in seeming
    confusion, and as she took in their graceful shapes her breath caught in her throat.
    One detail was now on full display that she had not noticed before.

    Tiny horns. Which could mean only one thing…

    These were not horses. They were unicorns.

    One of the foals bleated softly in alarm, but the other was made of sterner stuff.
    It took a tentative step deeper into the clearing, then another. When she made no
    movement of her own, it nickered and trotted quickly in her direction until it came
    to a stop only a matter of feet from her. Its big brown eyes flicked around her,
    taking in her appearance.

    She was probably the first human it had ever laid its eyes on, Hazel realized.
    Moving as slowly as she could, nearly holding her breath, she raised her left hand
    with her palm up. The foal took a nervous step back, but when she did nothing else it
    approached again and sniffed her fingers. The puffs of hot air tickled and made her
    giggle silently.

    I'm sorry I didn't bring anything to give you, she told the foal.
    Next time I'll make sure to have an apple or some sugar cubes or something on
    me.

    The foal came closer, letting her reach out and stroke its neck. The fur was so
    soft and silky, it made her almost want to bury her face into it and just luxuriate
    in the sensation. Before she could give in to the temptation, a louder noise came
    from the edge of the clearing where the two foals had first stood. Another unicorn
    stood there, this one a brilliant white with a longer horn than the foals possessed
    protruding from its forehead. The mother, no doubt.

    Suddenly Hazel did not feel so secure in being this close to the foal, no matter
    how comfortable the foal felt.

    The adult unicorn stepped towards her, its calm pace never wavering until it stood
    next to her. It looked down at her, and its gaze felt weighty, as though it was
    judging her. A shiver ran down Hazel's spine as she wondered what would happen if she
    were found wanting.

    Suddenly what felt like all the thefts, all the lies, she had committed since
    running away from the Dursleys flashed through her mind. She knew from her reading
    that unicorns could sense 'purity', whatever that was supposed to mean. Would her
    crimes, all committed solely to keep herself alive and safe, cause the unicorn to
    deem her 'impure'?

    The unicorn's eyes pierced her soul, and just when she felt the urge to flee, to
    run away and hide herself from its knowing sight, it blinked. The next thing she
    knew, a warm, wet, rough tongue scraped along the side of her face. Lick of approval
    given, the unicorn stepped back and whinnied to its two young. The family of three
    took off running towards the edge of the clearing and then out of sight behind the
    trees.

    Morgan tweeted loudly in her ear, and Hazel shook herself. The haze that sat over
    her thoughts burned away like fog in the sunlight, bringing her back to herself and
    her surroundings. Even so, a stupid smile sat on her face.

    Another burst of song from her friend, and she turned her head slightly to look at
    him. He did not look distressed in the slightest, and that was a perspective she
    could share. This is not what I expected when we set out, she told him,
    but I won't say no. Who knows when we'll encounter a family of unicorns
    again?!

    Morgan tittered knowingly, and she nodded. Fair enough. We have somewhere else
    to visit now, but first… She looked up at the night sky, a sky that should not
    be present in the afternoon. Let's bounce over to London and see if the bookstore
    there has anything to say about a permanent twilight forest, here or anywhere
    else.

    The library might have something, but we deserve a break from the
    castle.

    

    The end of the weekend brought with it the return of classes. A return to the
    wizards' expectations.

    Not that it was all bad, even compared to the first week of
    school. Charms class on Monday, for example, had been interesting. In their first
    couple of lessons with Professor Flitwick, he had of course talked about the theory
    of magic, but now he spent a good chunk of time explaining how the magic of the
    wizards' light spell was structured and how – best as anyone could tell – that
    magical structure led to the creation of the light. He even started drawing shapes
    and symbols similar to those McGonagall had used in her own classes, but at least
    Professor Flitwick explained what they meant in the most general of terms. More
    detail, he claimed, would require them to start taking the Arithmancy and Ancient
    Runes classes that would be offered when they entered their third year.

    Was this increased level of detail about the mechanics of magic,
    not just the wand-waving the wizards wanted, purely for her benefit? Only mostly?
    Something Professor Flitwick had already planned on doing even before his discovery
    that she was not reliant on a flimsy wooden stick? She was not sure, and even when
    thanking him after class for the informative lesson his surface thoughts did not make
    his motivations clear.

    The rest of the Hufflepuff first-years had already departed on their way to
    History of Magic class, but she had other plans. Namely, not spend her time listening
    to a ghost all but read from the book in a monotone. She was on her way instead to
    the library, where if nothing else she could read whatever book she wanted.

    Walking down the corridor, Hazel's steps slowed to a halt when she heard an
    aggravated meow. She turned her head to look behind her and to the side only to
    discover a cat sticking its head out from around the corner of the intersection she
    had just passed. She took a few steps backwards, curious what a cat might want with
    her.

    Oh, you poor thing, she thought towards the kitty when she was able to
    get a good look. Whoever did this to you?

    The cat's fur, as best she could tell, was supposed to be a beige-y color, but the
    ragged fur was almost completely covered by a slimy brown goop. A goop that smelled
    horrid now that the aroma was wafting up to her nostrils. Turning large golden eyes
    towards her, the cat once again meowed, although this time it was not quite as
    irritated and more plaintive.

    She lowered herself to the stone floor and crossed her legs. Do you want some
    help? I could clean you up at least.

    A loud, shrieking twitter in her ear was the immediate response to her offer, and
    she turned her head to glare at the bird sitting on her left shoulder. Morgan was
    unrepentant, his feathers standing on end to make himself look twice as big as he
    truly was. Yes, I know she's a cat, she told him. But just because her
    species eats birds does not mean we have to treat her unkindly. She needs help. Can
    you imagine having to lick all that nasty stuff
    off? Morgan's stance remained resolute, and after a moment the only thing she
    could do was roll her eyes. You can't stop me from helping an animal in need, but
    I guess in return I can't make you stay. If you want to get some distance, you can
    wait over on one of the suits of armor or something.

    With one final angry chirp, Morgan did just that, taking wing and flying not to
    the nearest armor on display but instead towards one almost on the other end of the
    hall. He perched on top of the metal helmet and settled himself on top like a blue
    puffball.

    Hazel huffed out a silent sigh, then she turned to the cat who had taken only a
    couple of steps away from the corner. Its eyes had not moved to follow Morgan but
    instead were fixed on her. I'm sorry about him, she thought apologetically.
    I understand where he's coming from, but that was still rude.

    That apology seemed to be what the cat was waiting for, and it – she? The longer
    Hazel looked at this cat, the more she thought it was a girl – raised her tail high
    into the air and crossed the rest of the distance in an almost imperious fashion.
    Which, based on what little Hazel knew about house cats due to cat-lady Mrs. Figg
    from farther down Privet Drive, was about par for the course. The cat did not climb
    onto her, however, but sat a couple of inches way and chirruped. Not a demand, but
    close enough.

    Laying her hand on the cat's back, Hazel had to hold back a grimace at the
    feculent goop squishing around her fingers and deeper into the cat's fur. Hold on
    a moment. I know it's nasty, but I'll get it out as fast as I can.

    Ripples of blue light swept over the cat and her own hand. Almost immediately, the
    gross feeling on her hand vanish, and she watched the coating of disgusting slime
    break up into puddles that continued shrinking into nothingness. When the last speck
    was gone, the cat's fur fluffed up as though she had just been run through a
    drier.

    Hazel worried for a moment when the cat backed away and shook herself out, but
    those worries were assuaged when the kitty came right back to her hand, purring
    loudly. She supposed her efforts were appreciated after all. Stroking the cat made
    her satchel shift on her hip, and that in turn reminded her of the cans of food still
    in her bag. She had not needed to rely on those cans for the last week, and she
    suspected that would continue to be the case. And among those cans…

    I think I have a little bit of tuna on me. You can have it if you want
    it.

    The cat stopped rubbing against her hand and looked up at her face, almost as if
    asking for verification of what she had just said. When Hazel nodded, the kitty
    immediately started sniffing all around her.

    Give me a second, okay? I have to pull it out and open the can first.
    Doing just that, she let the cat dig into her impromptu meal. How did you get so
    filthy in the first place? Did you go exploring somewhere you shouldn't? Was it
    something another student did to you? The cat ignored her, and while she
    considered the options another thought came to her. Was it that poltergeist?
    Peeves?

    This time the cat looked up at her face and meowed once before going back to the
    food.

    Ugh. I've had a run in with him before now. He is just the worst, isn't
    he?

    "Where is she? I hope she isn't hiding because she got hurt by that blasted
    ghost…" A balding man in a battered coat, thin nearly to the point of being
    scrawny, hurried around the same corner the cat had come from and staggered to a
    stop. His eyes moved from the cat to Hazel's face to her hand petting the cat and
    back a few times. "What in the world? I've never seen her let a student pet
    her."

    Well, it was good to have confirmation that her belief that the cat was female was
    accurate. Hazel raised her left hand – conveniently not the one occupied with petting
    the cat – to wave at the man. 'Good afternoon. I'm Hazel. Is this your
    cat?'

    He blinked at her greeting. "I… what? Yes, she is. I'm Mr. Filch. Argus
    Filch. That's Mrs. Norris."

    Mrs. Norris? As in the 'demon cat' she had heard other people both in Hufflepuff
    and in other houses in her year complain of dogging their heels? This was the kitty
    they were all upset about? Hazel had to hold back a silent snort. So much irritation
    and anger for such a silly reason. 'She's a very sweet kitty.'

    "…Yes, I think so too. What is going on? None of the students are this
    friendly to me, or to her. I would expect this girl to kick her, not… What is this,
    anyway? I'm glad you found her. How did you convince her to come that close? She
    doesn't like students much."

    If people were kicking her, Hazel found it to be no surprise that
    Mrs. Norris disliked them. Even if Mrs. Norris were as bad as everyone accused her
    and Mr. Filch of being, that was no excuse. Anyone who did that had better hope she
    did not find out because she refused to be held responsible for her reaction. Even
    hating Mr. Filch – who so far had yet to do a single mean thing to her and was only
    worried about his kitty – was zero reason to be cruel to an animal who was just
    helping her companion.

    For Pete's sake, so far Mr. Filch and Mrs. Norris had been kinder than her fellow
    students!

    She took a breath to clear any of the anger she felt off her face. It would not be
    right to make this man think she was mad at him or his cat. 'She asked for help.
    When I looked back at the meows, she was covered in smelly goop. I think Peeves did
    something to her. So I cleaned her off, and then I made the mistake of offering her
    some tuna. Then you showed up.'

    "It was Peeves," the caretaker said with a nod. "He was messing about with some
    Dungbombs. I don't know what he did to them, but several of them exploded and covered
    Mrs. Norris. She ran off before I could catch her. And now she looks like nothing
    happened to her. Thank you. For cleaning her up, I mean."

    'It was no trouble, Mr. Filch. I'm happy to help.' She stopped her
    petting of the cat, grinning slightly when Mrs. Norris looked up to learn why the
    stroking had stopped. I think your human wants you, Hazel told her. Mrs.
    Norris glanced over her body towards Mr. Filch then back to her. Go on. I'm sure
    I'll see you again.

    Mrs. Norris gave her a dismissive sniff and bent down to scarf down what was left
    of the tuna in the can, revealing just what her real priority was. Then, flicking her
    tail regally, she strode back to the caretaker's side and meowed a single time before
    wandering down the hallway from whence they had both appeared.

    "…I suppose she's ready to get back to work," Mr. Filch said after a moment. "Have
    a… good day?"

    She waved goodbye to the man, and when he and his kitty were both out of sight she
    stood up and turned to glare at Morgan down the hall. See? You were worried about
    a whole lot of nothing. She was perfectly nice.

    Morgan just twittered unrepentantly, and she sighed. There was going to be no
    convincing him, was there?

    

    I wish I was making up the stuff about kicking Mrs. Norris, but it's
    mentioned in book 1 that many students want to do just that. During the trip to the
    gauntlet to stop 'Snape'/Quirrell, Ron even suggests they kick her while under the
    Invisibility Cloak. Mrs. Norris, Crookshanks; dude has a serious anti-cat attitude,
    and the suggestion of engaging in animal cruelty only makes me dislike him even
    more.

    Silently Watches out.

  

