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    1. The Beginning
  

  
    Authors note: I do not own Harry Potter. Further notes at the bottom of
    this chapter

    The dust fell harshly upon his face, irritating his eyes enough to force them
    open. The grating sound of his cousin screeching dragging him into the realm of the
    awake. But what made him jump into a sitting position, what made him shiver more in
    the cold and damp, was the deafening boom against the door.

    Again and again and again it came, each time causing white flashes to echo through
    his mind, reverberating through his entire body. Subtle twitches the symptom of such
    vicious attacks to both the wood of the door, and to his own senses.

    "Who's there?!" cried a booming voice from behind him. His uncle's meaty hands
    cradling a long barrelled gun in both hands, Aunt cowering behind his much larger
    form.

    Finally the door could take no more, and it collapsed to the floor, rattling as it
    did. The figure struck an intimidating posture as lightning flashed behind it. It
    took a few booming steps forward and his form could now be more easily seen.

    "Sorry abou' tha'", came a surprisingly gentle voice for a man of such stature.
    "I'll just fix that righ' up."

    The door was being put back upon its hinges, as the other large man in the
    building raised the gun at the intruder. A faint smell of ammonia wafted into the
    air, and the smallest person there wrinkled their nose at the odour.

    "So you must be Harry," the man asked the other child who was frozen in place. The
    child rapidly shook his head, slowly pointing his had at the now cowering boy who was
    trying his hardest to look as small as possible.

    So caught up in his fear at the situation, the now named Harry could only look on
    in fright as the large man bent his uncle's gun into half the size it was originally.
    Words were spoken and shouted but the zoned out boy only responded with a silent
    squeak when the man put a large paw of a hand upon his head.

    "Well I'm Rubeus Hagrid, Keeper of Keys and Grounds at Hogwarts".

    Hagrid was not an easy man to rule up. Too trusting of a persons nature, too
    easy-going in his approach to life. When he agreed to come see what was going on with
    young Harry Potter, he jumped at the chance. He was not expecting to see such a sight
    as the one he was looking at.

    Broken glasses sat on a hollow face, where once vibrant green eyes were seen on
    another Potter, only red, shining, fearful eyes shined underneath the cracked glass.
    Coal black hair blew every which way, remaining unsettled in any form upon his head.
    He was stick thin, looking as if he couldn't even support his own weight, and he was
    tiny. So much smaller than any 11 year old he had ever seen. A faint hint of a large
    bruise crept up his collar towards his neck, and he was leaning on his right leg, as
    if there was something stopping him from standing straight.

    "I'm... Harry Potter". It was a whisper, but Hagrid heard it as if it was
    thunder.

    Harry had no idea what was happening. Out of nowhere this large, giant of a man
    had appeared out of a dream and was telling him all these different things. That his
    parents did love him! That they didn't die drunk and in some car crash. And that he
    was a wizard! Magic was real!

    Harry sat in wonder, all thoughts forgotten as he basked in this new information.
    Hagrid showed him magic, not that he needed much convincing. And some harsh words and
    threats of violence later, his cousin Dudley was now sporting a winding pigs tail,
    his Aunt Petunia was catatonic on the floor, and he was trying cake for the first
    time in his life. So much was happening at once that he was getting overwhelmed. This
    Hagrid was the kindest person he had ever known, and he'd only been in his life less
    than half an hour.

    Tears unwillingly slid down his cheeks as a small smile crept up his lips. The
    icing lingered on his tongue as the weight of the confection was still felt in his
    mouth.

    "Get some sleep little harry. A big day tomorrah."

    "What is happening tomorrow mister Hagrid?" Harry asked in a soft voice, a little
    louder than he had spoken before.

    The man's eyes crinkled as he smiled. "Got to get your school supplies from tha'
    alley. Can' have ya goin' to Hogwarts bare can we?" His face scrunched up in thought.
    "It's a bi' late now but remind me to give you ya letter when it's gotten light
    ou'."

    As if like magic , Harry smiled a little at that thought, Hagrid was on the sofa,
    blanket around him and softly snoring. He barely took notice of the whimpers coming
    from the top floor of the shack as the excitement hit him all at once. A stray
    thought travelled to his already exhausted mind. 'This was a good dream'.
    Harry Potter fell asleep with a smile for the first time, and dreams of magic
    followed.

    When he awoke he almost began hyperventilating. The events of last night still
    fresh in his mind as he tried to fully comprehend what exactly had happened to his
    life.

    After a quick breakfast, which Harry enjoyed with sweet tears, Hagrid was whisking
    him away to a day away from the cursed one he just existed in.

    The journey was long and Hagrid laughed and joked, warming Harry up to him slowly.
    Some people exude a simplicity and honesty to them, of which Hagrid was one of these.
    It already endeared him to the Potter, and while Hagrid could see that Harry was
    wary, someone of Harry's observational skills could clearly see that Hagrid was a
    simple soul.

    It had come with the life he had led. In order to reduce the potential ill that
    would afflict his days, Harry had learnt early on how to read people. Especially the
    behaviour of those bigger and stronger than him. Just thinking about it caused his
    leg to twinge and the soreness of his arm to irritate him. The prices he had paid for
    his failures, with the most recent being the brown and yellow bruise covering his
    upper arm and torso. At least this time he could do more than simply hold the letter,
    identical to the one he was shakily opening in his hands.

    Harry's voice was soft, quiet in volume, but Hagrid could hear the pleasing tone
    clearly. "This seems like a dream." Hagrid's frown went unnoticed, his anger at the
    boys muggle relatives and what the aunt and uncle had said to him still floated in
    his head. "Where would I even start with this? A wand? A cauldron?" He was panicking
    again and it took a calming pat on the head once more to bring him back to
    reality.

    'Professor Dumbledore needs to hear about this,' he thought to himself.
    Harry Potter was the darling of the Wizarding World, but this boy was broken, or as
    close to it as could be.

    "Well, Just Harry," a shy grin was his response, definitely a good sign at least.
    "Tha's where I come in. Got ta take ya to Diagon; show ya the ropes an' all."

    'The ropes' began with a pub called The Leaky Cauldron, and the first time in a
    long time that Hagrid had been angry in a long time.

    It began well enough, Harry was wary of the half full establishment, but kept his
    attention on Hagrid the whole time in an attempt to calm the jittery feeling he was
    getting. Then it all fell apart and Harry felt himself getting torn apart from the
    inside at the crowd swarming him. Their faces a blur of motion, their voices a
    cacophony of one foul note permeating into his body.

    When Hagrid had steered him into fresh air in front of a brick wall, he had Harry
    leaning on it as his breathing was slowly beginning to calm and his frustrated tears
    were finally breaking out of his eyes.

    Hagrid didn't quite know what to say to help his young charge, but remembering the
    awe on the boys face as he witnessed the transfiguration on his cousin, as well as
    the automated row boat that brought them back to land, an idea popped swiftly into
    his head.

    "Welcome Harry, to a world of magic". The beaming smile that was plastered on his
    face stopped Harry in his tracks, but it was the slowly opening wall that drew his
    attention. There in front of him was something that stopped the breath in his throat,
    as wonder overtook him.

    The street was filled with oddly dressed people, as their voices carried over
    strange smells an background noise that caused him to simply stare at the beauty of
    it all. This was something that his family had tried to stamp out of his life. No
    matter what he did is was never good enough; any perceived slight to their normality
    was always punished, but it was the concept of anything magical that gained the most
    torment.

    This was something wondrous and beautiful that he could never ignore. His eyes
    closed while he held onto Hagrids large sleeve as he was guided through the throng of
    people. He could feel the electricity of magic in the air. His skin tingled as it
    washed over him.

    Their journey ended at the bottom of the street, as a large marble building took
    up his view. He took Hagrids warning to heart as he timidly saw his first goblin
    sneering evilly at him. It was only the large hand guiding him that stopped him from
    running away from the belly of the beast.

    He was shaking slightly as Hagrid and the bank teller spoke, afraid that this was
    some sick joke he imagined the Dursley's playing on him.

    "Your key", the goblin uttered as it echoed through the caves. Harry, who had
    since been given his vault key, gave it to the goblin, Griphook if he remembered
    correctly, who proceeded to open a doorway to more wealth than Harry Potter could
    have ever dreamed of. He was still in shock when he was gently guided back out into
    the street, forgoing the memory of the twisted cart ride back to the surface world.
    If was getting to be a bit much.

    However, the concept of learning to do magic, and away from the Dursleys for most
    of the year no less, quickly brought his mind back into the real world.

    Hagrid was not a fountain of knowledge, but the shopkeepers were plenty helpful to
    his endeavour. He worked constantly with plants, and hearing that there was a magical
    lesson dedicated to it lifted his spirits more. He was good with flora, and he was
    good a cooking. Their attempts to be better than their neighbours had him learn all
    manner of dishes to perfection, and potions, a magic in of itself, also drew him in.
    He was amusing the potioneers with his shy inquests to what each ingredient did, and
    to what potion could be made with what.

    This was his future, and Harry was already in love with it. He wanted to immerse
    himself in every little thing, and remove the taint of 'normality' that had been
    struck upon him for most of his life. Magic was beauty, it was amazing, and he
    willingly let it take him over.

    Hagrid said to him that he should really stick with he requested school books, but
    he bought over twice the number, to the amusement of the teller. He most likely
    assumed the small black haired child to be a muggleborn child new to the world of
    magic, and while close to the truth, the idea was almost spot on. Harry needed to
    know everything.

    He was already shaking with excitement , and Hagrid held his tongue from his own
    opinion as he saw the natural smile on Harry's face. He was too immersed that he had
    forgotten all that was wrong from before. Eventually, Hagrid dragged him gently into
    a shop full of different animals, and had to once again calm him down, this time with
    his very first ice cream from Fortescue's so as to stem the flow of tears.

    He was tentatively stroking the beautiful white plumage of the Snowy Owl that was
    his first ever birthday present as he slowly ate his ice cream. All the while Hagrid
    was thinking to himself as he resolved that the boy he had known for less than a day
    needed him. He had a kind soul, he could see that, that reminded him of another
    Potter he knew years ago. Although Lily was more outspoken and fiery, this new Potter
    still reminded him so much of the lovely girl who was always kind to him, even when
    her peers were not.

    Harry was gently probing Hagrid for information about the school and he learnt
    more and more about exactly it entailed. Lessons in options, herbology,
    transfiguration and more, and it all sounded gradually more like a fantasy. Not for
    the first time that day had he subtly pinched himself to check it wasn't a dream, and
    was, in fact, actually real. However, Hagrid could only tell him so much, and Harry
    once again was alerted to the man's seeming lack of knowledge of the education
    system. 'I'll find it all out for myself when I get there', he mused, the
    butterflies in his stomach calming down when Hagrid tells him that he'll be in the
    same boat as everyone else regarding the knowledge of new starters.

    "Las' thing ya need is a wand Harry", Hagrid said with a little bit of excitement.
    "Can't very well do magic without one can ya?"

    They entered Ollivander's Wand shop with trepidation. Hagrid's was his anxiety
    from losing the right to wield a Wand many years ago, and Harry was simply afraid
    that a wand would not work with him and the joy he was feeling would dry up as
    quickly as it came.

    "I was wondering when I'd be seeing you Mister Potter."

    The voice came out of nowhere, and Harry made a noise between a screech and a
    yelp, unknowingly startling a completely unflappable Garrick Ollivander.

    The crash that came from Hagrid's vicinity was practically ignored by the other
    two, even when his apologies were waved off by a disinterested Wand Maker.

    "A wand is what chooses the Wizard, Mister Potter. I remember every wand I've ever
    sold. We just need to see which one will be suited for you."

    They were at it for what seemed like hours. The light outside grew dim as wand
    after wand was waved and thrown aside. Harry grew more and more nervous as each
    attempt was cast off as inconsequential.

    "Do not fret Mister Potter, do not fret", he exclaimed with barely restrained
    glee. "I just do love the tricky customers!"

    Hagrid had fallen asleep in his chair, the shops were closing outside, and a few
    customers had been apologetically asked to return the next day.

    It almost felt as if every wand in the building had been thrust into his hand.
    Woods and lengths, Phoenix feather, Dragon heartstring, and Unicorn hair. It all
    sounded magical just hearing about it. But then Olivander had tutted after a Phoenix
    feather wand he had held so tentatively didn't even shoot out a single spark, and
    what seemed like a random assortment of cores were being named as opposed to those
    common three.

    It was when a soft toned, light brown simple looking wand was placed into his hand
    that a warmth began to spread throughout his whole being. He felt, complete, of the
    word was applicable here.

    "Well, Mister Potter, you surprise me even more than you already have".

    Harry twitched slightly, before looking reservedly at the older man. "What do you
    mean Mister Ollivander?"

    The soft, airy tone was matched and increased with the wonder of the wandmaker at
    the wand. He gently took the item from Harry and began boxing it up for him. "A
    rather long wand, 13 inches long, flexible, but not one that I myself have made.
    Unfortunately we exceeded most of those during your time here." He casually waved to
    the piles of wood, slightly grinning at Harry as he did so, who sent a nervous grin
    back. "No, this one was made by another Ollivander many years before my own craft
    begun. An emulation I believe. Cypress wood with Thestral tail hair. A powerful core,
    but incredibly difficult to manipulate to a functional quality. He tried hard to
    replicate this feat but never could, and though many have tried, it remains
    unique."

    Harry handed over the required 7 galleons, unsure as to how he felt at having such
    a special wand as his own. "Why is that?" his cheeks grew red as he spoke, a slight
    quiver in his speech. He thought he liked this man. He was honest, like Hagrid, but
    had an otherworldly feel to him, and an intelligence that was obvious. His very being
    drew a calm aura to him, as if magic caressed him, and Harry sensed it even if he did
    not quite know what it was.

    "It is an unpredictable core, I believe my ancestor stumbled upon it by accident
    and though he tried, could never make another of it's like. Though my family have
    created many powerful wands, each one that is unique has led to a unique witch or
    wizard Mister Potter. Basilisk horn, Hydra heartstring, Leviathan scale... each one
    has developed into someone unique. Maybe not famous. Maybe not powerful, but
    definitely unique." He paused, silent as he visibly warred with himself. Harry looked
    on with bated breath. "Cypress is a unique wand make too Mister Potter. One with
    which I take good note of." His eyes turned sad as he nodded near imperceptibly in
    farewell.

    Harry gently shook Hagrid awake and they walked out into a deserted Diagon Alley
    towards a hot meal in the Leaky Cauldron. It was here that Harry told Hagrid of his
    experience with the wandmaker, and here he learned of his history and his fame, and
    finally, after 10 long years, he learned of his parents and their sacrifice.

    He grew quiet for the rest of the evening, and it was a short time later when he
    stood outside his front door at Privet Drive. Hagrid had looked close to tears when
    he left him, giving him a half hug when Harry noticeably flinched when Hagrid went
    for a full one.

    Harry was scared of the rest of the summer. He didn't want to be here. Would it be
    worse now? Or would they be so afraid that they would leave him be? He did not know,
    but what he did, was that he had freedom coming for him. A small, gentle smile graced
    his face as he prepared himself for the potential unleashing of hell.

    Magic had set him free, and as he knocked on the door, the smile stayed on his
    face as the door opened in front of him, his aunt not speaking as she pointed
    upstairs, allowing him to drag his trunk full of his things up to his cousins second
    bedroom.

    A/N: So I'm actually back, and happy to be writing once more.

    Now HP isn't my favourite series; I actually dislike how the story
    progresses and ends, but there is an amazing potential for world building, and its
    flexibility allows for some great fanfiction. Probably why it must be the most
    popular category for fanfiction.

    This story will be what I stick to. I have a plan for how long its going
    to be, and the plot will be stuck as how I choose it to be. This will not be just a
    standard rewrite to the series, it will be a what if? And that what if is: What if
    Harry Potter actually acted like the abused orphan child that he was? The character
    of Harry Potter really should have been a tragic tale, but Rowling directed her
    efforts into creating a children's story instead of a truly realistic approach.
    That's fine for that but this is my take. There will also be some liberties taken,
    but with realism for how I grade the story. Basically, no OP god level tier Merlin
    trains him and he's king of Azkaban power level. He will be powerful, but don't
    expect him to transfigure dragons at age 12 or something.

    Anyway, there isn't a set schedule for this but I am back and I hope I
    actually get to finish this tale.

    Stay safe

    KhaosOnion

  


  
    2. The Start
  

  
    Authors note: I do not own Harry Potter. The song is from Chapter 7 of the
    Philosopher's/Sorcerer's Stone.

    Chapter 2: The Start

    Harry Potter awoke on the 1st September with some trepidation. While his 'family'
    had practically ignored his existence for the past month, his ingrained fear of any
    reprisal kept him under constant stress. This was why it took all his might to keep
    from bolting when he inquired as to help getting to King's Cross station to get to
    Hogwarts.

    Vernon Dursley shifted the ticket for the Hogwarts Express between his sausage
    fingers with a sardonic grin, barely restraining from guffawing in his nephews face.
    "Platform 9 and 3 quarters?"

    Harry's left eye twitches slightly behind now fixed glass; apparently magic was
    forbidden to use outside of school but wasn't recognised until after September the
    1st came around. His constant use and studying of magic was also key it seemed to
    keeping his family away from him.

    "Yes Sir, that's what Mister Hagrid told me at least".

    The Dursley perceptibly shuddered at the thought of the giant man, the last time
    they had met still fresh in his mind. He grunted out his response as he walked off.
    "Dudders is getting his thing removed in London on that day, so I'm sure we can..."
    The man paused as his grin grew back. "I'm sure we can drop you off".

    The whole car ride to the station was almost near pleasant for the young Potter.
    He wasn't hit, he wasn't made to feel lower than low, in fact it was almost a nice
    trip. Considering the last car journey was to escape a horde of letters culminating
    in a little trip to a shack in the middle of a storm, this was completely and totally
    bearable.

    Until he was unceremoniously dumped in front of the main entrance to Kings Cross
    Station, the Dursley's proceeding to quickly drive off, all three visibly laughing at
    him as the vanished into the distance, where he realised his conundrum. He looked at
    a wall in between platforms 9 and 10 and began to sweat as he took notice of a lack
    of the platform he needed. He had arrived at his starting destination... now
    what?

    He could have asked someone, but who could he have know to ask? He couldn't simply
    go up to a random person and ask where to go, and the burning feeling in his gut and
    head, with the bile rising at the thought of interacting with anyone put an immediate
    stop to that.

    It couldn't have been 5 minutes after holding back his frustrations from bursting
    out that he saw a gaggle of redheads shouting about his needed platform. Holding back
    from going over to obvious large family, he watched from a distance as they stood in
    front of a certain brick wall and casually walked in to in one at a time.

    As soon as they had all vanished, Harry checking the time on a nearby clock,
    seeing he still had plenty of time until the 11am departure, he gathered a deep
    breath, a small smile, energy in his legs, and stepped forward a step at a time into
    the wall.

    His eyes, closed instinctively as he passes the border, opened to a mixture of
    sights and sounds he had hoped but never dreamed of ever seeing.

    The scarlet train was mesmerising, and an almost foreign feeling of elation
    swelled in his chest as he steadily walked towards an open carriage door, avoiding as
    many people as he could.

    It was when he got to the door, that two of the ginger boys, twins, saw him
    struggling with getting his belongings on to the train, and moved over to assist with
    smiles on their faces.

    Harry was introduced to the wonder twins of "Gred and Forge Weasley" with a
    spinning head and a shy smile on his face as he tried to keep up with their jests and
    japes. By the end of it, as they walked off with a friendly goodbye and waves, Harry
    Potter was no longer as nervous as he had been a half hour previously.

    Harry could feel the vibrations of the train as it began to set off, anxiousness
    flooded his system, thoughts of 'what if, what if, what if?' causing his blood to
    grow cold. 'No', he thought, mind calming as his breath began to even. 'I'm not there
    anymore. I'm free from that.' His good mood, straining his face in a near unused joy,
    was what caught the attention of a passing boy.

    Harry spotted the ginger figure stop outside the door of his compartment,
    wondering what exactly he wanted.

    The ginger boy, 'from the platform', harshly rapped his knuckle on the door when
    Harry didn't visibly show he had his attention. Sighing to himself Harry nodded his
    head, causing the other boy to look confused, before shaking his head and opening the
    door.

    "Mind if I stay here? Everywhere else is full."

    Harry quietly agreed, shyly looking at the boy, who looked at Harry with an almost
    eagerness. "Is it true? My brothers were saying that you're Harry Potter, is it true?
    They pull my leg a lot so I thought it might have just been another joke."

    He was loud and intrusive, and Harry wasn't much pleased by this. The attitude
    that was being shown in the brief moments of meeting he considered deeply unpleasant.
    However, Harry was polite, ignoring the gut feeling he was getting at wishing the
    ginger would calm down and answering his questions.

    "Have you got the scar?" he didn't even wait for a response before half reaching
    for Harry's fringe. "Let's have a look."

    Harry cringed fully m, trying to get into the crevices of the seat, hoping that
    this boy would leave him alone. Thankfully, he was saved by three boys sliding the
    door open.

    "Hello ickle Ronniekins, just seeing how you and Harrykins are doing."

    Harry took a grateful look at the twin who had interrupted, the other one winking
    at him discreetly.

    The two properly introduced themselves, as well as their friend, Lee Jordan and
    moved their belongings in to the compartment.

    They were funny and they were friendly. Fred, George and Lee gave off auras of
    humour and enjoyment, and Harry, despite his nervousness which had been especially
    tested with the younger Weasley, had found himself enjoying their company.

    The three of them, the twins especially, seemed to go out of their way to entice
    the soft giggles of the last Potter out as much as they could. Yet every minute that
    went past, the redness of the youngest Weasley there grew bolder and bolder as Harry
    Potter's attention was less and less on him.

    Harry though, with Lee Jordan howling with unrestrained laughter next to him, was
    enjoying this new feeling. It felt as if the sun was shining so far above him that
    all other feelings dissipated. He learned of the Weasley's large family, jealousy was
    immediately crushed as he discovered Bill Weasley the tomb raider, Charlie Weasley
    with dragons. With their pompous older prefect brother Percy, and their little sister
    Ginny who was the only girl in a crowd of boys. Lee was an only child though, both
    parents magical who had 'fallen in with the terrible influences' from day one.

    Looking over at Ron though, Harry felt a burst of sympathy. He did know what's
    it's like to be placed in the shadow of others; his cousin was always placed number
    one, and Ron Weasley had 6 others to contend with.

    Harry fiddled idly with his wand, finding a measure of comfort in tracing it over
    with his finger. His voice halting in his throat as he felt a strange need to show
    some magic in some twisted way of opening up to his newfound acquaintances.

    "Anything from the trolley dears?"

    The others begged off the woman, slightly uncomfortable looks crossing their
    faces. Harry looked at the loaded trolley, then into the warm eyes of the woman
    caring for it. He didn't recognise any of what was being sold but it all looked so
    tantalising for him. Chocolate frogs, cauldron cakes, and something that looked like
    jelly bean.

    "May I have some of everything to try please?" he asked in his gentle voice,
    pulling out some gold and silver, a deep blush gracing his features.

    George and Lee took the preferred items in their arms as Harry let out a
    half-grin, explaining that they were all to share. They had not asked him to spend
    his money on them, but they had been so nice to him, that, even unknowingly, he was
    gauging their reactions to his hand of generosity. Ron immediately dived headfirst
    into the breach, but the others all said happy 'thank you's' and unexpected offers of
    repayment that Harry ignored.

    The others explained what each food item was, their magics and such, which was
    warmly received with a light giggle.

    When the messy brown-haired girl barged open the door, a slightly chubby boy
    trailing in her wake, Harry was thinking how thankful he was that they hadn't tried
    to pry into his life. He had spotted a collective look between them, noticed after
    years of surviving by spotting people's tells, but chose to ignore it for the happy
    feeling he was getting instead.

    "Have any of you seen a road anywhere? Neville here has lost one." Her voice was
    clipped, well spoken, and snobbish.

    Harry and the others shook their heads, the twins simultaneously saying "nope not
    in here we haven't", and that should have been the end of it. Instead , the girls'
    eagle eyes locked on to the wand that Harry fingered with as it laid across his
    lap.

    "Are you doing magic?"

    Lee looked incredulously at the girl. He whispered conspiratorially to Harry, "Is
    she blind or something? We're obviously not!"

    "I'm Hermione Granger, both my parents are muggles, so much of a shock when
    Professor McGonagall came to tell us I was a witch!"

    The girl didn't stop talking, explaining how she's read so far ahead and how much
    she had practiced. It was not until she spotted Harry's slight frown that she asked
    for their names. When she started exclaiming all over his fame and how he was in
    books, Fred and George decided to provide some distance.

    "Think maybe you should get a prefect," said George.

    "Nearly there anyway, sky's getting dark, always a good sign."

    "Or a bad one dear brother."

    "Teachers."

    "Lessons."

    "Detention."

    "Filch".

    "She already left," grinned Lee, already used to their antics, although Ron kept
    changing between visible annoyance, and what he obviously thought were secretive
    glances towards Harry.

    The boy in question was feeling sick, the butterflies floating around his stomach
    at the concept of something as new as Hogwarts no longer being a distant possibility,
    and for the intensity of Hermione Granger. Her personality was off putting, and the
    forwardness unpleasant.

    The group pulled the blinds and quickly got changed, the, as Harry now noticed
    with some awe, impossibly expanded compartment allowing for enough room for them all
    to do it comfortably. Just a few minutes after they were done the train began
    slowing, then, after the roiling began to increase in Harry's gut, the train
    stopped.

    A voice called out to leave the luggage in the train, which was followed by the
    sounds of all doors opening at once. The group got up together, Harry pocketing his
    wand, and they left the train.

    Mountains sprang up in the near distance, and Harry smelt the slightly cool fresh
    air as a breeze gently caressed him. A loud booming voice calling for first years
    dragged his attention away. The older boys saying their farewells all grins.

    Harry gained a forlorn look for but a moment as he saw Mister Hagrid was the one
    calling for the new starts.

    "Hello Mister Hagrid," he intoned softly.

    Hagrid looked down at Harry with a favourable smile. "Y'alrigh' Harry?"

    He nodded his assent, a light grin pointed towards Ron as he looked shocked at
    seeing a man as large as Rubeus Hagrid in the flesh.

    "Alrigh' you lo', follow me ta the boats."

    The cluster of prospective students trickled slowly down the path behind Hagrid,
    excited whispers trailing behind them. The girl, Hermione, was talking the ear off of
    anyone who would listen, and Ron was muttering something inaudible to anyone but
    himself. Harry simply fought back his nervousness.

    'What if I'm not good enough for magic. I've practiced and read and tried but what
    if it's not enough?' A morbid thought flashed in and out of his head, gone before it
    could linger. A thought of paranoia and a wish to escape. However thoughts of what
    magic was, of Hagrid's gentleness, and the happy time he spent on the train pervaded
    every sense he had. So he put one foot in front of the other, and an excitement he
    had only felt after being told about magic filled him. 'I'm going to learn
    magic!'

    The path twisted and turned, transferring from stone to dirt quickly. Trees
    blocked all vision, and an unnatural silence filled the air, beaten back only by the
    soft footfalls of the group.

    He had not noticed the path creeping steadily downhill, until he noticed many
    rowboats moored to a small dock. Looking behind him he saw the faces of nervous
    children, and the pathway leading back up to the train station.

    "Now, no more 'an four to a boat!" echoed Hagrid's now booming voice.

    Harry deftly clambered in to the first boat he spotted, turning to assist a
    thankful Ron. A tiny girl, about the size of himself, looked at the boat he was in,
    so Harry offered his hand, which was accepted with a light blush and a small thank
    you.

    Harry nodded and whispered a "you are welcome" to the girl, who Harry could see
    squint in the dark towards his forehead, before she blushed deeper at being caught
    out.

    He sighed in response, fearing that this would be a common occurrence, and not for
    the first time in his life, felt an overwhelming force of needing his parents.

    "Come on mate, move over," Ron complained next to him, so as to allow another girl
    to clamber aboard with little grace.

    Harry shook his head free from the thoughts, marvelling, mouth slightly open as
    the boats began a slow, steady movement. Harry looked down and saw the ripples as the
    boat glided unaided in the water. 'Brilliant'.

    Hearing that girl again nattering on about the things she had read about Hogwarts
    was really starting to grate on his nerves; he could hear her from a sizable
    distance. 'She's probably nervous too.' He shook his head and looked forward.

    When the boat turned a corner sharply, electricity flooded his body. 'I'm
    home.'

    The castle was enormous, larger than any he had ever heard of, and it was
    beautiful, and it was where he was going to study, and now where he was going to
    live. His eyes closed as he imagined the feeling of magic graze against his skin.
    They reopened as he ignored the disgruntled sound of his redheaded boat mate trying
    to get his attention. He wanted to remember this picture in his mind forever.

    Too soon it was when they docked on the other end, but a feeling of completeness
    engulfed Harry as he and the others followed Hagrid up so much more steps towards his
    future. The large great doors opened , and in front of him was a stern woman who
    nodded in greeting to Hagrid.

    She was an older woman, faint lines of age showing on her face, with strands of
    grey held neatly underneath a large dark green witches hat.

    "Thank you Hagrid," she said in an almost hurried Scottish lilt. "I will take it
    from here." She crooked a finger, and with a sharp turn, continued the journey inside
    the castle of Hogwarts.

    Harry received a wink and a wave as Hagrid trudged off through a door much smaller
    than himself, and hurried his small legs after the group of people in front of
    him.

    The woman introduced herself as Professor McGonagall, the Deputy Headmistress, and
    further explained the situation for all first years. At this the horrible feeling in
    Harry's gut returned with a vengeance. He stood rooted to the spot, a feeling of
    coldness struck his skin, where small rivulets of sweat dripped unnoticeable under
    his school robes.

    He barely took notice when McGonagall turned and left, or when the chattering of
    the first years began to grow, or when an annoyed Ron Weasley gave up attempting to
    get his attention and instead turn to another boy for conversation. He only barely
    glanced at the shrieks as translucent beings appeared out of nowhere to shocked
    shrieks, such were his nerves effecting him.

    "I heard the rumours on the train, but did not know if they were true." The voice
    was high, and came from a light blond boy looking directly at him, a hungry glint
    coming from his eyes as they raked over his form. His lip curled up in an arrogant
    smirk as he took in all physical aspects that was Harry. "Harry Potter. My name is
    Draco Malfoy."

    Harry tentatively took the boys hand, a weak handshake, which increased the
    strength of the smirk on Draco's face. "You'll be finding that there are some of us
    in this world who are better than others. It would be much better for you if you were
    to let me help you see this world for what it truly is."

    His attitude was arrogant and severely off putting, even more so than his brief
    time with the Granger girl. Harry's eye twitched and he tried and failed to open his
    mouth to respond.

    "At least you have not shown to be involved with the..." he paused, head turning
    as he glanced at the present company, lingering on the Weasley. "Wrong sort."

    Harry simply nodded, overwhelmed with the attention he was getting. Hagrid had
    told him that he was an icon, and that he was considerably famous for something that
    was admittedly the worst event of his life, but he did not appreciate how people were
    reacting to him already.

    McGonagall had returned, allowing Harry to forgo any response; a negative response
    was rolling around his head, almost uncontrollably about to be blurted out. Such
    bigotry was obvious to him, and an attitude towards people he had not even met was
    something he considered wrong. Sure, the Weasley irritated him, but Harry did not
    know him. 'Wrong sort' Malfoy had uttered. What did that even mean?

    It didn't matter anyway, McGonagall opened the doors with a flick of her wand,
    Malfoy turned to follow the crowd, and the magic of Hogwarts was truly visible to
    Harry Potter for the first time.

    The hall was enormous, with four long tables taking up a majority of the space as
    they began lined up with the great doors they just walked through. What was obviously
    the staff table faced the students at the other end of the hall, and all eyes were on
    him. At that was how it felt.

    As he walked down the middle of the hall, to his left he caught the eye of the
    Weasley twins, both giving over exaggerated winks at him, immediatelylifting his
    spirits.

    When they reached the end, the Professor moved to the side, grabbed a ratty old
    stereotypical witches hat, and placed it upon a stool. He stared almost dumbly at the
    item in question, wondering what was to happen. Hagrid and his new friends from the
    train had explained to him the house system and his they were to be 'sorted' but none
    of them had told him exactly how.

    A rim near at the base of the hat opened and Harry was once again reminded how
    much magic could be impressive, as the hat began to sing.

    "Oh you may not think I'm pretty,

    But don't judge on what you see,

    I'll eat myself if you can find

    A smarter hat than me.

    You can keep your bowlers black,

    Your top hats sleek and tall,

    For I'm the Hogwarts Sorting Hat

    And I can cap them all.

    There's nothing hidden in your head

    The Sorting Hat can't see,

    So try me on and I will tell you

    Where you ought to be.

    You might belong in Gryffindor,

    Where dwell the brave at heart,

    Their daring, nerve, and chivalry

    Set Gryffindor's apart;

    You might belong in Hufflepuff,

    Where they are just and loyal,

    Those patient Hufflepuff's are true

    And unafraid of toil;

    Or yet in wise old Ravenclaw,

    if you've a ready mind,

    Where those of wit and learning,

    Will always find their kind;

    Or perhaps in Slytherin

    You'll make your real friends,

    Those cunning folks use any means

    To achieve their ends.

    So put me on! Don't be afraid!

    And don't get in a flap!

    You're in safe hands (though I have none)

    For I'm a Thinking Cap!"

    The applause thundered throughout the hall as Harry clapped unthinkingly along
    with them. 'It thinks!' he thought in awe, 'But what is it going to do?'

    His answer came almost immediately as Professor McGonagall began listing off
    names. "Susan Bones!."

    The girl who jumped into his boat last stumbled forward, shaking nervously as she
    turned to face the students and place herself onto the stool. The hat practically
    drowned her head as McGonagall deftly placed it upon her. It only took a few seconds
    before the hat shouted out the word "Hufflepuff!"

    It carried on in this vein as the names were read off one by one, the Granger girl
    going to Gryffindor, while Malfoy was sent to Slytherin. Finally, "Harry Potter!" was
    shouted to the school, and the intensity directed towards him was near palpable.

    He was completely numb by the time the hat was placed on him, his tiny frame
    smothered by the feel of the object, almost glad that he would no longer be able to
    see the gazes of the school.

    'Isn't this an interesting mind?'

    'Hello Mister Hat.'

    Harry could hear a sound like laughter, but not an unpleasant one. 'Hello to
    you too Mr Potter. Now, shall we see where to put you?'

    'Yes please.'

    'My, my how polite. Oh my, such loyalty to those you have only met fleetingly.
    So full of want and need.' The hat paused. Harry held back a gentle laugh,
    imagining the hat needing to take a breath. 'A desire for connection, yes, yes I
    see. Truly the potential for loyalty; Helga would be most pleased to have you in her
    house. But what is this? An ambition too? But an ambition for what I
    wonder?'

    Harry had no way to know if the bated breath the four houses were holding, each
    one wondering where the boy who lived would end up, each hoping it would be their own
    house.

    'I'll go wherever you think best Mister Hat.'

    'Oh I know Mr Potter, it is, however, very difficult to place you. For I see a
    bravery within you, one that not even you have seen inside yourself. It lingers
    there, on the edge of your soul, and it will truly reveal itself when you least
    expect it. And, oh my, such a thirst for knowledge, and such desire. Magic really is
    appreciated by you is it not Mr Potter? Well I know where to put you now at least.
    Though all four would suit you, each house will effect you, but you would do best
    in... GRYFFINDOR!'

    The hat was removed to the sound of what seemed like drums as the table of red and
    gold erupted into cheers and applause. Harry leapt off the stool, thanking
    McGonagall, which gained a small smile in response. His walk was hurried as he moved
    to a new empty space in between an older girl with long, black hair and kind eyes, as
    well as either Fred or George Weasley who was shouting "WE GOT POTTER!" to the
    heavens of the magically reflected ceiling that portrayed the night sky.

    The cheering died down soon after, allowing the sorting to continue unimpeded. Ron
    soon made his way over to the table, sitting next to another first year, Seamus
    Finnegan, and another redhead that Harry recognised from King's Cross. The last name
    was sorted, Zabini into Slytherin, and a long-bearded man rose from a gilded throne
    in the middle of the staff table.

    The man, headmaster of the school, was apparently Albus Dumbledore, a near
    legendary figure apparently. Harry thought he looked wise, and that he held a
    grandfatherly feel to him, at least from what he assumed it would have felt like.

    "And the third floor corridor is out of bounds for all those who do not wish to
    die a painful death."

    Harry looked concernedly at the Weasley twin, who was already unhappy about the
    added lost of now prohibited items to the school. The twin shrugged his shoulders, a
    face of confusion also on his face, yet still managing to unintentionally calm
    Harry's racing nerves by just responding.

    His whole mind shut down as he turned back to face forward. Dumbledore had sat
    down, and a veritable feast was heaped in front of him. Any kind of food that he
    could think of was splashed in front of him, resplendent in its appearance. He looked
    down to see gold and silver cutlery and dishes to eat with and his mouth dried up
    instantly.

    He ate sparingly, sinking in to himself as the noise rose to unbounded levels of
    chaos. The older girls cooed at him thinking him cute, while the older boys tried to
    pry food onto his plate.

    He was told about all the teachers, what the taught and what their names were, but
    he could not exactly picture them, nor remember everything he was told. He learnt the
    names properly of his fellow first year Gryffindor's as they explained who they were
    and how they learned about magic, whether inherited through family or not. He also
    learned the name of the people around him, with Fred and George introducing him to
    three girls on his right: Angelina Johnson, Alicia Spinnet, and Katie Bell who was
    sat directly next to him.

    It turned out they were hopefuls on the quidditch team, all three extremely close
    friends who had originally bonded over the love of the sport, even if Katie was a
    year below them.

    It made Harry dizzy, uncomfortable, but also welcome and appreciated. It began to
    sink in that he was to be away from Privet Drive, and in a place of real magic. It
    was a dream that had made it's way into reality.

    People asked him about his life, their own fantasy's and fairy tales the first
    questions out of their lips, but the Weasley's, and strangely enough the Bell girl,
    steered the conversation away from that as they all saw how distressed it was making
    him. With a harsh look from Katie being directed towards Granger when his silence
    irritated her.

    Harry was thankful to the lot of them, and was even more so when Dumbledore ended
    the feast with a strange choir that had him giggling when Fred and George sang a
    funeral march tune to the apparent school song.

    Katie and the other girls smiled and said their goodnights to Harry, along with
    the Weasley twins and a distant Lee Jordan who waved also. He responded in kind, and
    trailed to the back of a line forming behind a Prefect who was to direct them to
    their house dormitory.

    The Prefect, Percy Weasley, directed the first year Gryffindor's through a maze of
    corridors to reach what he called the 'Grand Staircase'. Moving staircases drifting
    into corridors and doors on each floor, every one of them leading to a myriad of more
    corridors and secret passages and rooms galore.

    It truly felt like a fairy tale for Harry. The whole concept of what magic could
    do had his heart soar, and he couldn't wait to be able to learn everything he could
    about magic.

    Eventually, when his legs felt like lead as he had to walk even quicker than most
    of the others, Percy stopped in front of a moving portrait, which had the added
    effect of making Harry's wonder increase even more than before. Percy explained that
    each house had a different circumstance for protecting their common room, with
    Gryffindor's being a password protected portrait know colloquially as 'The Fat
    Lady'.

    Percy uttered the password, and ushered the tired students, who now had red and
    gold trims placed artfully along their black robes with an unnoticed display of
    magic, into a cosy looking large room. Comfy looking sofas, armchairs and stools were
    displayed along the room, with a roaring fireplace burning adding to the homely
    feel.

    Harry breathed it all in, finding a place of relaxation in the peace the room
    exuded. He was directed up some stairs, apparently the boys dormitory, after a speech
    about how Gryffindor's were to act noble and other such that he took next to no note
    of. He stepped through the door on the first floor of the winding staircase and
    picked out his belongings next to the bed closest to the door.

    He barely had time to change and commit to his nightly cleaning ritual before
    darkness overtook him, and he quickly passed out, sweet dreams of magic and friends
    filling his head.
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    3. First Lessons
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    The beginnings of morning's light trickled into the tower window next to Harry's
    bed as he was getting ready for the school day. The others who shared his room still
    slumbered in peaceful bliss, but Harry's body was used to waking up early most days
    so as to begin his day of servitude to his family. Such a way of life was not an easy
    habit to break, however his excitement refused to let him fall back to sleep.

    He descended the steps to the common room, which was completely empty, and sat
    down on the sofa directly in front of the still burning fire with a content smile on
    his face. He would have gone elsewhere, but he had no idea what the day's schedule
    was like, and he wasn't too sure of the directions even if wanted to go
    somewhere.

    He didn't have to wait long, as the older year students began their own tired
    movements into the common room. The girl from the night before, Katie, also appeared
    to be an early riser and offered to escort him to the great hall where breakfast was
    to be served.

    Harry was quiet on the journey down, and Katie used this gap of sound to give a
    semi-tour to the newest Potter to enter Hogwarts. He listened intently, thankful that
    Katie was helping him, and verbalised it when they reached the open doors to the
    great hall.

    "It's no problem at all Harry, I'm happy to help", she chirped happily, grabbing
    his sleeve lightly to take him to the Gryffindor table, Harry blushing hard as his
    heart near stopped beating.

    The hall was practically empty, barely any students or staff in the hall as early
    as it was. A small contemplation of how he could tell the time when there appeared to
    be few clocks anywhere entered his brain. He had noticed this in the dormitory, which
    was clockless, and assumed that he would just figure it out later. Considering his
    hard wired body clock, he had no worries about waking up on time.

    As more students filtered in, with some more than audible groans accompanying
    them, Harry picked at his breakfast, Katie having piled on the Full English for him.
    He perked up at seeing the Weasley twins, who greeted him with some cheer.

    "Why hello there ickle Harrykins, sleep well?" asked George.

    "Well thank you, and yourself George?" he turned his head towards the other
    brother hoping that he had remembered the subtle differences between them.
    "Fred?"

    The twins shared a wordless look, slight shock on their faces.

    Fred was the one to respond. "Of course Harrykins, it's not the sleep that we
    worry about."

    "It's the lessons when we're awake!"

    Katie sighed, Angelina and Alicia arriving and hearing the twins joining her in
    this response. Harry had a silly grin as he looked shyly at his plate, an appetite
    developing in inside him. 'I can enjoy this for once,' he thought to himself,
    remembering the lack of meals he would get before his standard Dursley work day, and
    therefore dug in merrily.

    Angelina snorted good naturally and turned to look at the nearest twin, "Good, he
    needs some meat on him."

    Harry ignored it, not sensing any hostility in the barb, just slowing down his
    eating and gaining a bashful countenance. Still, one could see the joy on his face.
    He counted his lucky stars that these people found him, because he never would have
    had the courage to approach them, yet little did he realise it was not luck, but his
    own kind of gravitas that allowed these people to see him as they did, and allowed
    for them to decide to come willingly to him.

    But none of that mattered to him as he sat there enjoying his morning, giving
    polite greetings to the other first year Gryffindor's as they walked by him to get to
    an empty spot. Ron Weasley took particular note of him sitting with his brothers in
    discomfort, as he made an ugly face and proceeded to traverse himself down the aisle
    to sit next to Dean Thomas, one of their dorm mates.

    As the morning drew on, Katie was happily informing Harry of how the days went
    by.

    "So curfew on Sunday nights through to Thursday nights is at 9pm, while on Friday
    and Saturday nights, as well as on the holidays, it begins at 10.30pm. It ends at 5am
    every morning, but there aren't many of us who are awake at that time anyway."

    She ignored the grins being thrown her way by her two friends, continuing on with
    Harry's full attention on her. "What about meal times?" he asked in his regular quiet
    voice.

    "Breakfast is at 6am while lunch just sort of appears whenever. Not quite sure
    why... but dinner is at 6.30pm ever night, unless there's a feast or something."

    "Look at Katie Bell, your guide extraordinaire over here," Alicia giggled.

    "You'd have thought she'd been here for years. Very confident there girl," came
    Angelina's response.

    Both Katie and Harry blushed red, but only Katie's response was verbal.

    "Here you are Mr Potter, it truly is a pleasure to see you in the house of the
    brave, I do hope it finds you up to snuff." A piece of parchment daintily landed in
    front of him, and he looked to the voice to spot Professor McGonagall give a small
    smile and a nod as she walked off.

    He looked down to see what he was given and saw right away it was his
    timetable.

    Monday

    9am-11am – Herbology

    1pm-4pm – History of Magic

    Tuesday

    10am-12pm – Charms

    2pm-4pm – Defence Against the Dark Arts

    Wednesday

    11pm-1am - Astronomy

    Thursday

    11am-2pm – Transfiguration

    Friday

    9am-12pm – Potions

    Between the hours of 9am and 5pm, if not attending a class, it is expected of
    you to utilise private study so as to reinforce your own personal learning.

    Harry looked and saw that his first lesson of the school day was to be Herbology.
    Katie glanced at the timetable and instructed him as to how to get to the greenhouse
    in question, which had magically appeared in writing next to the subject on the
    parchment. "Don't misplace it Harry. The timetable is charmed to let you know which
    specific room changes, class cancellations, or time changes."

    Harry whispered a thank you to Katie for taking time to help him out, to which she
    simply patted his arm lightly.

    "No need to thank me. What are friends for?"

    Unshed tears were brought to his eyes as he thanked Katie for her help once again,
    this time with heartfelt meaning. Saying a quiet goodbye to his new friends, he
    caught Alicia saying something to the group.

    "It almost breaks your heart."

    Harry arrived at Greenhouse 4 early, with no other student in sight, and plonked
    himself onto a nearby bench so as to wait potentially for his first lesson.

    It was only a 5 minute wait until a short, dumpy looking witch arrived with one of
    his housemates in tow.

    "Ah, Mr Potter, it's truly a good sight to see a student eager to learn."

    Harry looked coyly at the Professor, and shared a smile with the boy, Neville
    Longbottom if he remembered correctly, and stood up to follow the two into the
    greenhouse.

    The greenhouse had planters placed all around the edge, kept close to the sunlight
    streaming in through the glass panes, and had long tables placed in a rectangular
    formation in the middle.

    Harry and Neville stood close to the end, next to the Professor. "Shouldn't be too
    long boys. How are you both? Excited? I remember my own beginning at Hogwarts, I
    couldn't bare to sleep for my excitement."

    Harry relaxed into a safe posture without even realising it, followed quickly by
    Neville. The two of them were halting in their responses however, not uncomfortable
    in their replies, but both obviously unused to being in a new situation such as
    this.

    "Mr Longbottom was telling me all about his family greenhouses, but what about you
    Mr Potter? Any experience on the topic?"

    "Not with magical plants Professor, only those in my Aunt's garden."

    "Ah, you live with muggles don't you?"

    He made a small noise in the back of his throat, and the Herbology professor
    frowned slightly at the response, but no made reply herself other than a short nod of
    the head.

    Soon after, the other students made their way in, the gold and red of Gryffindor
    mixing with the yellow and black of Hufflepuff.

    "Okay everyone, gather round the table while I give out explanations." She was all
    smiles as she took registration, a fond look gracing her face as she took in the
    brand new students all looking at her. "My name is Professor Sprout, and I am to be
    your Herbology teacher for your time here at Hogwarts, as well as being the Head of
    Hufflepuff House. Now, some may be wondering why you will be learning about the flora
    of the magical world. Can anyone hazard a quick guess as to why this is?"

    Hermione Granger's hand was first in the air, an expectant look on her face. It
    was followed by a tentative raise by Neville and the Bones girl from Hufflepuff.
    Sprout raised her arms towards Neville, the symbolic gesture to get someone to answer
    a question.

    His voice was unsteady, squeaky, lacked conviction, and came out in the tone of a
    question rather than an answer, but it still garnered a happy indication from Sprout
    of his correctness. "They are primarily used as ingredients for potion making, but
    most have general uses that could be from healing simple cuts, to preventing a
    disease. Herbology is to learn how to cultivate them safely and properly"

    "Well done Mr Longbottom, take 5 points for Gryffindor. Of course there are many
    more reasons that Herbology is considered a core subject to learn, but that is about
    the gist of it that you need to know for now. But remember the key point to be made.
    Safety first!"

    They carried on, as Professor Sprout dictated safety rules for how the lessons
    would proceed, before teaching them about some of the most dangerous common plants
    that they were most likely to encounter. This was followed by a demonstration of what
    their seeds looked like and what environment to look out for to find them.

    Harry and Neville looked content, each earning more points for Gryffindor as they
    both expertly potted and planted some of the less dangerous seeds, their quiet a
    duality to the discord of the rest of the class.

    Professor Sprout left them with homework to note the safety rules and potential
    hazards of British and Irish plant life, and a rewarding beaming look for the two
    Gryffindor's as well as a few of her Hufflepuff's who participated well. Harry said
    polite goodbyes, and instead of heading to a quick lunch, instead asked Sprout as to
    the location of the History classroom as well as the library that he had heard about.
    He then proceeded to said library, Neville following in his wake, where they both
    began their given homework.

    Harry liked Neville already, as he reminded him of himself in some ways. There was
    a definite mirror of some of the behaviours he exhibited, and Harry jumped on this
    connection.

    "You're really good at Herbology Neville." And that was it, both Harry and Neville
    took no notice of Hermione Granger stalking into the library to where they both sat
    in the Herbology section, focusing instead on the burgeoning friendship between them,
    ignorant to a slightly scathing look. Small snippets of conversation flowed between
    them seamlessly, and Harry greatly appreciated the wealth of knowledge Neville had on
    Herbology.

    Harry couldn't have known how happy the shy Longbottom was at having Harry with
    him, fearing like Harry that he would be alone at Hogwarts, and couldn't have know
    how much Neville would take this feeling to heart. Eventually the time came for their
    second lesson, and Harry and Neville stowed away their near complete homework, to and
    Neville was only too happy to follow Harry along to the History room as he would have
    definitely gotten lost if he was on his own.

    Whatever Harry was expecting when he entered the classroom for History of Magic,
    seeing a ghost as his teacher was definitely not at the top if his list. The
    Gryffindor's and Hufflepuff's they shared the class with also seemed to be of the
    same mind as a tangible ripple of excitement passed through them all as one.

    Harry and Neville sat down close to the front, quills and parchment out. It was,
    unfortunately, not to be as fun as they'd originally hoped for. The Professor, Binns,
    just droned on without even taking a register. No greetings or a single polite hello
    instead he just jumped straight into the first year syllabus with nary a care for
    anything else.

    It was all it took for Harry to remain awake, hand matching the same pace as his
    professors voice; his quill shot across the page and he could only think how thankful
    he was that he practiced in the summer in the use of the writing implement.

    When the lesson ended, only himself and Granger had been able to keep focus on the
    lesson, even if it was incredibly difficult for him, and he left feeling somewhat
    disappointed. When he eventually made it to the great hall for dinner that evening,
    headway made on his History homework, Neville squeaking out a farewell, leaving him
    to it when Harry sat next to a smiling Angelina. Harry frowned lightly at this but
    shook his head as the rest of the group took form around him.

    He was mostly silent as they socialised, preferring to be the wallflower, though
    causing them to laugh as they understood his annoyance at Binns' lesson.

    "History is good for one thing Harry and one thing alone," whispered Fred
    conspiratorially.

    "Sleeping," George finished sagely.

    Katie smacked him lightly and turned to Harry. "While not wrong, I usually read
    ahead slightly and get a head start on homework. Binns just reads from the book
    anyway so you aren't missing anything."

    Harry enjoyed his night, spending it with the older students in both the hall and
    common room, basking in their company while he finished the History homework as best
    he could. When he fell asleep that night, after sending a warm goodnight to Neville,
    and ignoring a frosty looking Ron, it was with a happy expression plastered on his
    face.

    Harry woke early again the next day, and after getting ready, he met Katie in the
    common room, everything he needed ready for the day in a book bag slung across his
    shoulder.

    The duo walked in a content silence to get some breakfast, and the morning in
    there took a similar vein to the previous morning, as the group formed around him
    while they ate. The one difference that was felt on that morning, however, was when a
    beautiful snowy owl descended onto the table in front of Harry.

    "Oh it's so beautiful," gushed Alicia.

    Harry raised his left hand and began slowly stroking his owl's feathers. "Her
    name's Hedwig," he revealed, "Mister Hagrid got him for me for my birthday."

    The others shared a look between them, marvelling at the at atmosphere of content
    they were not expecting surround him. The others would later vanish as one when it
    came time for them to attend their lesson for the day, leaving Harry on his own in
    the great hall with his owl.

    Across the way from him, and slightly further down, Neville kept making nervous
    glances towards him, looking as though he wanted to say something. Harry only caught
    the looks out of his peripheral vision, his own self-consciousness stopping him from
    going over to talk to him as well. Eventually it was time for their Charms lesson, so
    Harry gave one last pet to Hedwig as she flew off, got out of his seat, and made his
    way over to Neville.

    "You coming Neville," he asked, not looking directly at him.

    Neville gained a pleased look as he grabbed his school things, and cheerfully
    walked side by side with him through the school to their lesson room.

    They took their seats, with the Gryffindor's joined by the Ravenclaw's for their
    classes on that day.

    They were joined by the diminutive Professor Flitwick, who let out a joyous squeal
    when he got to Harry's name on the class register. Said boy in question just ducked
    his head down at the unwanted attention as it drew everyone's attention on him.

    "Now class, here in charms we do not focus on anything other than that which could
    be utilised on a day to day basis. However, just because you may possibly be able use
    these spells from morning to night, and vice versa, does not mean that you should not
    be extremely careful in their study and usage." His tone was light and friendly, but
    heralded a hint of seriousness that Harry took up on. "Just because the
    implementation of the spells we will learn in this class may be relatively easy to
    get the hang of... an overpowered illumination charm could very well blind your
    classmates, so make sure we all be extra careful!" He ended the spiel with a quick,
    single, clap.

    Harry was looking forward to this class; the spells in the 'Standard Book of
    Spells: Grade 1' were incredibly easy to learn for one reason or another. It had
    taken Harry only two tries to get the small repairing charm down so as to fix his
    glasses. From what Angelina had described to him, the spells that they would learn in
    Charms had a lot of detail behind their learning, and were either too technical for
    the books to teach, or had some safety concerns behind them that required their
    teacher to monitor them.

    "Today's lesson is a simple one, but still requires me to be on hand to help you
    out if needs be. Today, I will be teaching you the Lumos charm, which illuminates
    your wand, and the Nox counter spell which, in a sense, turns it off."

    It turned out the reason that this required a teacher was obvious from the get go.
    Most of the class immediately set their wands ablaze with light, but Flitwick's
    attention was necessary to divert the differing ranges of luminosity involved. Too
    much power pushed through their wands gave much more powerful spells than was needed
    it seemed.

    Harry simply sat there enjoying himself as he turned the light on and off at a
    steady pace, being one of five other students who quickly got the spell at a
    satisfactory level rather quickly. The only issue he noted was the small delay he had
    when incanting the spells to when the spell visibly activated. He asked Flitwick
    about it to gauge his insight after most of the class had settled their brightness
    issues.

    "Ah, so Mr Ollivander did say to you indeed that your wand may be unpredictable Mr
    Potter." The tiny professor didn't have to strain his neck that much to look at his
    student. A look that Harry did not recognise grew onto his face. "I can only assume
    that this is due to the abnormal core in your wand. Has this been an issue with any
    of your other spells you have tried to cast?"

    Harry sat and thought about it for a minute. "If I think about it sir, maybe? I
    haven't really given it much thought to be honest." He gained a downcast look and
    Flitwick had to strain his ears so as to hear his words. "All the spells I've done I
    have got really quickly though."

    The professor asked Harry to remain behind after the lesson ended, after giving
    out their mandatory homework assignment to be due for the next lesson. Neville, who
    had had Harry happily help him get the spell as well as he could, looking back in
    concern to which Harry simply smiled and waved him off in thanks. Though he wondered,
    nerves wracking, what the professor wanted to talk to him about.

    "Mr Potter," he began, waving his wand as he spoke which summoned some teacups and
    a kettle out of the aether. "There's no need to look so worried," he soothed, "I just
    want to talk to you quickly about your wand."

    Flitwick's conclusion seemed sound to Harry, but still disappointed him
    nonetheless. "Every witch and Wizard has varying degrees of power; their magic grows
    as their body and mind do, which is why now as a first year it would be incredibly
    difficult to perform a seventh year spell. Think of a spell as a muscle too, the more
    you perform a certain type of spell, the more your magic becomes accustomed too it,
    allowing for you to perform spells of that type easier." Harry's eyes were full of
    wonder at his words, reminding Flitwick another green eyed student he used to know.
    "Wands allow for you to focus these spells, with incarnations becoming a bridge for
    raw magic to be able to change into the spell of your choice... That's actually the
    simple theory behind it. There is much more to it but that's advance magiclore that
    even experience Arithmancers have trouble coming to terms with. But your wand core is
    obviously powerful, which in relation to what even I can tell is high magical
    strength, may allow for easier usage of spells. I daresay there is some natural skill
    involved too, just like your mother I bet, but the unnatural state of your wand
    grants a small time delay I'm afraid. Although who knows? Maybe with more learning
    you could get your wand to stop being late to class" Harry let out a pleasant
    sounding boyish giggle at the accompanying over exaggerated wink that followed,
    giving an added benefit of cheering Harry up slightly.

    Harry sat there taking it all in, but found that he enjoyed chatting with his
    teacher as he sipped on the offered tea. He was friendly and obviously a good teacher
    as he brought down low Harry's worries about his magic - quickly calming him down.
    They spent the next hour in relative companionship, no longer discussing education or
    the like. By the end of it, as Harry left the room to head to his Defence lesson with
    a man apparently called Professor Quirrell, the last Potter decided that Professor
    Flitwick was an amazing teacher. He was an incredibly affable man, and laid to rest
    most of the anxiety that Harry was currently possessing about his magic in one fell
    blow. He couldn't have known that Flitwick had a single tear fall at the sight of
    such a reserved and desperate boy, as well as a smile at such an impressive character
    of heart he saw in him.

    The real thing that kept Harry in such good spirits as he caught up with Neville,
    surprising him with a louder than usual greeting at the classroom door later on, was
    the small remembrance he had of Flitwick mentioning his mother. A person he had
    always dreamed of, but never knew anything about.

    Harry was unsure if it was the lesson or the teacher that set him on edge; there
    was something about Quirrell that did not sit quite right with him.

    He had entered the room, Neville following at his heels, to a room that stunk to
    the high heavens of garlic, and a glowering Hermione Granger, who had a similar look
    when their Charms teacher had asked him to remain behind to chat. The stare she made,
    made him uncomfortable, and the topic of fighting others that the lesson entailed had
    him feeling slightly queasy. He liked to think that he would get involved in a fight
    to defend someone if pushed to it; he repeatedly struggled to manage the power
    involved in the Knockback Jinx he was meant to be practising on Neville, afraid as he
    was of hurting someone. The spell was done correctly, but the slightly put off place
    look of annoyance on Neville's face lasted throughout the lesson, and carried on all
    through the night until the next day.

    He had no idea what it was that he had done wrong; he believed that him and
    Neville were starting to get along really well the past couple of days, and was
    shivering in his anxiety as Angelina calmly explained that his new friend most likely
    thought he was pitying him.

    "Why would he think that?" he near cried out.

    Angelina gave her own pitying look towards Harry. "He most likely thought you were
    holding back, or didn't think he was good enough."

    Neville proceeded to ignore him from then on, and every time it happened, that
    burning feeling would strike his gut, and tears would threaten to burst. Such an
    upbringing that he had, meant that he did not want to have someone he believed he was
    getting on with well, upset with him, as the cracks in his growing confidence began
    to enlarge. It became even worse for Harry's already fragile mental state during the
    Astronomy lesson with the first year students of Slytherin house.

    Astronomy was not something that Harry believed he enjoyed. It was a little more
    than strange to him that they were studying the heavens.

    There may have been a practical application towards magic, but he could not for
    the life of him see exactly what it was. The fact that the lesson also messed with
    his sleeping pattern, and he was extremely exhausted before the lesson even began,
    definitely did not assist his already recently fractured mental state.

    Not even his group of older friends, something he was still trying to get used to
    having some of, nor finishing up his homework early, or even another chat with
    Flitwick has soothed him. Neville was still ignoring him, no matter what he tried to
    do to catch his attention to apologise could sway him. So when Draco Malfoy swept up
    behind him, Harry was so far off in thought he jumped in fright.

    The blond boy held back a smirk, sidling up in the pretence of talking about the
    moon Jupiter they were meant to be looking at.

    "So, Potter, have you given any thought to what I said to you?"

    Harry was not in the mood for the arrogant Slytherin, whose very presence felt
    oily to his senses, and just gave a distressed shake of the head.

    Malfoy just kept running his mouth however, oblivious to the discomfort him being
    in such close proximity was bringing to Harry. "I mean, I've seen you hanging around
    with those blood traitors, but at least you're learning." Harry froze up completely,
    not angry at what had been said, but feeling dismayed at the obvious insult towards
    at least one of his new friends. "It's a good thing you threw away that disgrace of a
    Longbottom." A smirk materialised at this point, "A pity he didn't follow the way of
    his own parents. Though I suppose they world be smarter than him now."

    Neville Longbottom kept staring into his telescope, but he had gone as still as a
    rock, Harry followed, but his own distress became verbalised instead of the stony
    silence.

    Even though Harry had no idea what he was referring to, he still found what was
    said absolutely appalling. "How dare you? How could you be so horrible?" Tears made
    their way down his cheeks, and this triggered something in within Draco Malfoy that
    had him in stitches.

    The mocking was audible to all, and the snickering and muttered words from the
    rest of the Slytherin's at the Wizarding World's saviour, had them soon near howling
    with laughter. For the rest of the lesson, after the aloof Professor Sinistra had
    calmed them all, the students of Slytherin made nothing but japes at his direction.
    It hurt more when he could see some sort of amusement from a few of his own
    housemates.

    At the end of the lesson, knowing full well how much his reputation would have
    taken a complete nose dive come morning, he stood in the common room, depression
    bubbling to the surface.

    It was happy tears that flowed when Neville apologised for his own behaviour after
    he awoke, and said those few words that meant so much to him... "Thank you so much
    Harry. You're a real friend."

    Harry was still riding the high when he made it to the transfiguration classroom,
    happily conversing with Neville, with the last couple of days' awkwardness behind
    them.

    They passed the Weasley twins in the corridor, who both simultaneously gave him a
    cheeky thumbs up in congratulations. Mocking laughter was heard coming from other
    students however; Malfoy had already got word out of his weakness the night
    before.

    "Just ignore them."

    Harry just turned away, shame filling him up at his show of weakness in the night,
    to which Neville just looked on in his own embarrassment.

    It was a cat that was perched on the teachers desk when they entered the
    Transfiguration classroom, confusing Harry slightly. He shook his head to remove the
    stray wonders filling it, dropping into a seat at the front, sliding in gracefully as
    Neville took the one next to him. After all the Gryffindor's and Ravenclaw's had
    filled their seats, Harry understood the cat conundrum.

    Amazement grabbed hold of him as the cat leapt forward and morphed into the stern
    looking McGonagall. It did not let go as he witnessed several acts of magic the likes
    of which he had always imagined it to ever look like. The woman described what she
    had done as the 'Animagus' transformation, and then had proceeded to alter objects in
    the room from their natural state of being into animals and then back again.

    "There are several rules to the art of Transfiguration, and several rules to my
    classroom. I will tolerate no tomfoolery, no acting out, and no acts of any
    undisciplined nature. This is not playtime. This class in particular has the risk of
    danger with every misspell or lack of concentration. If none of you wish to vanish
    your limbs into oblivion you will need what I tell you. You break these rules, you
    will leave and not return. Am I clear?"

    Harry nodded along with a sweating Neville as the lecture began. Soon, a box of
    matchsticks was placed in front of every student.

    "This is a simple spell. It will allow for good practice to be had as the
    similarities between a matchstick and a needle are very close. Their weight, their
    size, and overall their overall shape will allow for a near seamless transition for
    most newcomers to the field. Now, you have the information, but I will still help you
    overcome any obstacles you find yourself hitting."

    Harry put everything out of his mind that was happening in the castle. He had
    endured worse, this he knew, and already the pressure of the social scene was getting
    to him. Nevertheless, he knew he was able to make it due to the ones he had fighting
    in his corner with him. As such, he was only slightly shocked when the matchstick
    turned on his first try.

    It wasn't a perfect needle. The rectangular shape was still there, but there was a
    definite eye, distorted as it was, and it was a shiny rust colour instead of the
    glinting grey he was after.

    "My word Mr Potter!" the Professor stood shocked. A pleased smile graced her
    features as she took in the slight frame of her student. "Keep at it Mr Potter.
    Intent and practice. You must get the feel for the magic." She paused for but a
    moment before continuing, "You need to visualise it more. Power and knowing is only
    half the battle."

    It took only five more tries until he had it down. 10 points given to Gryffindor
    and a proud smile was completely worth it as he helped Neville make some much
    appreciated headway with his own transfiguration. The feeling was worth it, and it
    carried with him as both he and Neville were dragged both together to the now regular
    group at dinner. The feeling shielded him from the disgruntled looks of some of his
    own year, the jealous one from a couple of his own housemates, and the jeers that
    were bring sent his way. Some had seen his small size, his introverted behaviour, and
    fragile state a target, and they had labelled him as such.

    However, the week was not yet over.

    When Harry awoke early again on Friday morning, he was sat on the fence in regards
    to how his first few days at Hogwarts were going. There were positives and negatives
    to how his school life was being played out, and he was warring within to try and see
    only the good things.

    He was learning so much about both magic and him own self, that he felt that
    everything else could be powered through to an adequate conclusion. He mused on the
    fact that he had friends now – real friends! That those friends actually seemed to
    care about him, even when he had been told time and time again that no one would ever
    want a freak, astounded him. The teachers seemed to care about him too, and Professor
    Flitwick was ultimately becoming his favourite one; there was so much wisdom in him,
    about magic and life, that Harry felt that he could turn to him for any reason.

    When he and Katie had made their morning walk to the Great Hall, Angelina trailing
    along after waking earlier than usual, he was reminded fully of another two.

    The glowing form of his owl seemed to have been waiting for his entrance,
    entrancing those early risers with her beauty as she gracefully landed on Harry's
    shoulder. "Hey girl," he intoned softly, affection lacing his voice. He caressed her
    plumage, deftly taking the letter tied to her leg, before treating her with a rasher
    of well-cooked bacon. The bird was careful not to claw at her human, wary of his thin
    form as she nuzzled the side of his face, letting a gentle bark enter his ears.

    Katie and Angelina enjoyed seeing the affection between master and familiar,
    though smirks may have come from some of the other students who were up. This was
    part of the negatives that Harry deemed to exist in his magical life.

    Although Harry endured much worse in his muggle schooling, he still felt that life
    was being unfair in its fickle ways. The magical world also had its confusions, but
    looking back on it he could see a drastic improvement to his life. As he opened the
    letter to see that Hagrid had invited him to lunch after their potions lesson, he
    realised that things were a hundred percent looking up.

    He penned a quick thank you to his large friend, tying the letter carefully to
    Hedwig, yet kept her with him so as to enjoy his breakfast with her. The morning went
    on as Neville joined the group for breakfast, as quiet as Harry – more so – drawing a
    couple of odd, but not horrible, looks from the Weasley twins. The twins quickly
    begged off to join their friend Lee, after which Alicia found out their lesson that
    day.

    "Just... you two be careful of Snape."

    Harry tilted his head, questions on his lips. "Why? What's wrong with him?"

    Angelina shrugged, "He has it out for the Gryff's. Probably because he's the head
    of Slytherin, and you know how they are."

    Harry did indeed know what a Slytherin could be like, experiencing such petty
    cruelty from one of their own already.

    When they had sat down in the potions classroom at 9 o'clock, Harry sitting next
    to Neville, he could feel his heart beating a mile a minute while they waited for
    this infamous Snape. 'Just, please Harry, for me, try not to do anything to get on
    his bad side,' Katie had begged him with a gentle touch on his arm. She had had a
    look he couldn't quite place, concern for him he would later realise, as she went off
    to her Charms class.

    He had seen the man at the staff table before. Covered in all black robes, with
    dark eyes, hooded eyes, and a disturbing pallor to him. His voice was of a whisper,
    but not of the calm, naturally dulcet like Harry produced, but a harsh one that
    demanded attention.

    "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, bewitching the mind, ensnaring the senses..." He looked at
    the register, sneering grossly in particular as he reached a certain name. "Harry
    Potter."

    Harry felt like a deer in the headlights. He swallowed deeply, his mouth gone dry
    as he took in the professor before him. The man's eyes dove into his own, and he
    could see the faint traces of anger and disgust pierce him. His uncle was the only
    one who had ever driven this deep seated fear into him before, and now he had got a
    taste of it from Severus Snape as well.

    "Shall we see if you are as ignorant as your father was, Potter? What would I get
    if I added powdered root of asphodel to an infusion of wormwood?"

    Harry's mind caught up to him after Neville's light kick under the table. He
    breathed shakily, his voice matching as the Slytherin's quietly began with their
    mocking laughter. "It makes a sleeping potion sir. I can't remember which one." He
    was thankful that he had read his potions book, though he could not for the life of
    him decide where he had seen that particular piece of information. He supposed he
    should have been thankful he got at least some of the information correct if the
    annoyed sneer he was getting was any indication of Snape's ire.

    "Well, well, it seems as though you aren't a complete idiot," Harry flinched at
    the words, "Shall we try again? I do suppose that knowing the words 'Draught of
    Living Death' may be beyond your intelligence." Malfoy looked as though all his
    Christmas's had come at once.

    'I wont cry. I wont cry. I wont. I wont!'

    "Where would I find a Bezoar, Potter?"

    'I know this one!' Harry's eyes lit up. The potions book was quite specific about
    this topic, deeming it's information worthy of 3 pages worth of text. "A Bezoar is
    found in a goat's stomach, sir, and because it's really important as a poison
    antidote, most ingredient cupboards should carry one." He felt pleased with himself.
    'Please! Move on!'

    The man looked as if Harry had physically harmed him; Snape squinted as he looked
    at the boy. Harry almost let out a breath he did not know he was holding, but it was
    unfortunately in vain.

    "That will be 5 points taken. For your cheek, Potter."

    He could feel the glare that Granger was levelling him with. The air was
    constantly being displaced as her arm was lowering and raising angry mutters coming
    from his left as the girl's aura upset his own. The rest of the Gryffindor's could
    only feel shock, understanding the warnings about this teachers bias, with no
    negativity heading Harry's way for his subject application. The stray thought of
    wonder as to why Hermione Granger appeared to dislike him entered and left his mind
    when Snape asked him another question.

    "Pathetic," Snape said, "Clearly we can see that fame is the only importance
    here." This broke the dam, as the Slytherin's let loose their howls. The tears flowed
    throughout the lesson, and it was clear that Snape's smile, almost unseen in Hogwarts
    history, was because of the sight.

    Harry's potion was average at the end. He knew he could have done so much better,
    but the disparaging words that went his way, inflamed his already depressed mood. His
    focus was poor and his and Neville's potion was definitely the worst in the class –
    Crabbe and Goyle, practically two living scarecrows, had performed better than he
    had. When Snape had let the class go, almost gleeful in speech, Harry almost sprinted
    out of the room to looks of pity and concern from most of his housemates. So delved
    into his own misery, he had not noticed Neville shadowing him towards Hagrid's
    hut.

    It was a soft knocking that alerted Hagrid to the arrival of his guest.

    "Y'alrigh' Harry? Wha's all this abou'?" he questioned as he took note of the
    crying boy.

    Neville squeaked as the gamekeeper looked at him in concern. "It was Professor
    Snape sir," he muttered, "He really had it out for Harry."

    "Come in then. Come on in boys," he stepped aside to allowed them entrance, the
    decided to pour a strong cup of tea to give to his guests. The presence in the hut
    was warm, and Harry could feel himself calming as he soaked it all in.

    Hagrid just let him vent, and found himself liking the Longbottom boy as Harry
    introduced him as his friend. He saw the start of a friendship between the two, and
    heartily approved. "Jus' let it be Harry. Snape's go' a foul manner, but 'e really
    knows his stuff."

    "He insulted my dad, Hagrid. He hates me and I don't know why."

    "He does'n' hate you Harry." Even though he said this, he would not meet either
    boys' eyes as he spoke them. He quickly drove the topic to a different area. "'Ows
    the lessons trea'in ya? Learn anythin' good?"

    Hagrid learnt all about his week, not discussing the Astronomy mishap, but waxed
    lyrical about how amazing Professor Flitwick was. An opinion shared by both Neville
    and Hagrid. Neville was content to give his own thoughts when Hagrid asked him how he
    was getting on too, after Harry apologised for not asking if it was okay for him to
    join them.

    "Forget abou' it," he boomed jovially, "Any friend of Harry's more than welcome
    'ere." The man chuckled though when he heard about Harry's growing friendships
    outside the year. "Careful the Weasley boys don' lead ya astray Harry," he had said,
    though there was no malice involved.

    When Hagrid had eventually shooed them away, stating that they had better finish
    their homework so as to enjoy their weekend, he let them know they had a complete
    open invite to visit whenever they wished.

    As the steps took them into the castle, the tears had stopped flowing, and Harry
    was in a much better mood than before.

    The three girls had taken turns to comfort Harry after making him tell them what
    had happened in potions, all gaining evil glares that became directed towards the
    greasy looking Professor after being told what happened. Flitwick had his own
    thoughts on the matter, and cheered Harry up immensely when he began to put to rest
    his fears about his parents that Snape dredged up. The small professor started
    regaling him with details of his mother and father when they were his students, then
    dragged McGonagall into their weekend tea session too, allowing her to tell him the
    tales of his parent's youth.

    The next few weeks went by quickly. Harry and Neville became a close duo, and the
    five older students had practically taken him under their wing. The novelty of having
    a different Harry Potter as a student began to dwindle, with even the other Snakes
    finding Malfoy's boorish behaviour annoying. Flitwick became cemented as Harry's
    favourite teacher, and Sprout for Neville, but it was in Transfiguration that allowed
    Harry to shine. He had obvious skill in the Magic, and Minerva McGonagall would
    offset the vicious diatribes Snape would lash out with against his father, with
    plenty of bright memories with him as her student skilled the art.

    Yet even she would throw an ashamed gaze elsewhere when he uncharacteristically
    complained about Severus Snape.

    It was the first Wednesday in October when a notice went up in the common room of
    their new lesson that was to be taught once every month.

    Neville groaned, "I can't stand broomsticks Harry, I'm terrified of heights."

    Ron Weasley snorted behind him, but no one except Neville took notice of it. The
    redhead had not really fit into a friendship group since being sorted into the house
    of lions. His brothers would avoid him when possible, and most found his lazy, rude,
    and slobby behaviour downright appalling. The same feeling of isolation lay with
    Hermione Granger, who was realising that she couldn't quite study her way into become
    skilled at flying; people disliked her for her arrogance and standoffish attitude.
    Harry just thought she had some sort of vendetta against him.

    Harry patted his friends shoulder, the human contact something he was still
    getting used to thanks to Katie Bell, and spoke to him sympathetically. "It'll be
    okay Neville, you'll see."

    His friend smiled at him then, but on Friday afternoon, with the humiliation of
    losing control of his broom and having Madam Hooch, the flying instructor, drag him
    to be fixed up, caused all thoughts of smiling to go straight out the window.

    "Did you see the way Longbottom fell?"

    There was Malfoy, shooting his mouth off again. Harry didn't find it in him to
    dislike people; instead of directing negative thoughts toward others, it would be
    directed into himself. However, he was finding the boy who was Draco Malfoy, to be
    someone who left a bad taste in his mouth when dealt with.

    "Look what the fat lard dropped." It was the Remembrall that he had proudly shown
    Harry that he received as a gift from his grandmother.

    Within minutes, Malfoy was showing off in the air, taunting Harry to come follow
    as he knew he was Neville's friend. The other Gryffindor's had tried to berate Malfoy
    for mocking Neville, but Harry kept quiet, not finding his bravery to speak out.
    Hearing Malfoy's barbs had Harry feeling ashamed. How could he call himself a friend
    of the missing boy if he couldn't even stick up for him?

    He swung his legs over the broom, without saying a word, and shot off after the
    blond. With the wind flowing through his hair, the sights he was viewing, and just
    simply flying, felt almost second nature to Harry. Draco then had said something to
    him, but Harry was feeling some apprehension as now he was up there he had no idea
    what he was going to do next. He didn't even pretend to act like he had been
    listening

    Malfoy huffed in annoyance, thinking that the Potter was deliberately ignoring
    him, so he smirked and lobbed the Remembrall as high and as far as he could.

    Harry didn't hesitate, so worried was he at catching the speeding ball, he dived
    after it, catching it safely in his hand mere millimetres from the ground.

    When Professor McGonagall came storming outside to drag him in, his housemates
    swarmed her and jumped straight to his defence. All of them. Harry was confused at
    this due to some of their behaviour to him these past few weeks, but he still smiled
    through his terror at his coming reprimand. His smile was wider when the Professor
    allowed him to see Neville in the hospital wing before the coming punishment.

    The happy thank you he received allowed him to get the strength to not break down
    after that point as he followed the Deputy Headmistress.

    The fact that he was summarily rewarded instead of disciplined just made him
    confused. But he would take all the victories he could get, and instead of the
    trepidation he had begun with, he realised he was starting to enjoy his time at
    Hogwarts.

    Authors note - Some lines taken directly are from Harry Potter and the
    Philosopher's/Sorcerer's Stone (Snape)

    This chapter is just setting the stage for where Harry is at academically
    and magically. Compared to canon Harry, you can clearly see how different he is. Just
    imagine you've been thrown into a land of magic, into a place that teaches you magic.
    I personally understand the want to learn everything I could about it. Those who grow
    up around magic have it as a common occurrence, but someone like Harry or Hermione
    would be near obsessed with mastering it.

    It may also seem like I'm bashing certain characters. I don't see it as
    actual bashing, more like exaggerating their personalities a bit, then fitting them
    into my version of this world. For example, Ron's character: he is selfish and lazy,
    but is redeemable in some aspects. He is also still a child.

    About the ease in which Harry fits in with the older Gryffindor's is
    something I remember when I started school, and was practically adopted by a couple
    of them when they saw how difficult it was for me to make friends. It wouldn't take
    much for these characters, I believe, to see Harry as someone to look out for and
    take under their wings. The fact he's Harry Potter helps too I suppose. However,
    Harry is a fragile, tender soul here, he wont be someone who is just some weak willed
    character however; there will be showings of an emotionally Harry mixed in with the
    weak. This is only the beginning of a long time plot-wise, and he still has time to
    grow.

    Also, a bit ashamed to admit it, but I struggle to write dialogue scenes.
    I will try to put it in as much as I can, but please don't hold it against me if it's
    more descriptive and less talking.

    My ideas for the timetable is that in most schools, there are multiple
    teachers per subject. Hogwarts only has 1 teacher per subject, with four houses per
    year, most likely split into 2 classes per year, with 7 years. That leads to 14
    potential lessons a day. There is no way that there is enough time to do it all.
    Also, I could totally see them required to participate in private study to better
    themselves.

    So I gave Harry a powerful wand, but if you remember, it's a unique one.
    Unlike the Elder Wand, who's core is the same, it isn't perfect. I gave Harry the
    potential to utilise powerful spells (hope you liked my take on differing power too),
    but there is still that drawback of a delay. Everything has a balance – the good =
    power, the bad = time delay.

    Next Chapter – Meeting the Team

    Thanks for reading, and stay safe.

    KhaosOnion

  


  
    4. Meeting the Team
  

  
    Authors notes: I do not own Harry Potter

    TysonG: Thanks for the review, I won't be answering every one I get but I
    feel like I may need to answer a few and that includes this one. To your point about
    Harry and Malfoy all I can say right now is that Harry's a damaged individual. He's
    suffered some serious continuous abuse, and now has the complete opposite of what
    he's used to start to become the norm. He's quite emotional at the moment and is
    still trying to find his feet. Don't expect this to be a normal occurrence though.
    Over time we will see some improvements, but that doesn't mean his peers will forget
    how he's already acted. Children can be extremely cruel. About Hermione. I agree. I
    actually like Hermione's character, but her mind-set clashes with Harry's at the
    moment. I won't spoil what happens with her and our protagonist, but expect the
    unexpected. And unfortunately I don't have an upload schedule. My original plan was
    to write between 3,000-4,000 words per chapter, as I've stated before I have a plan
    in place for each chapter. Unfortunately, what I want to write becomes bigger and
    bigger as I get more ideas. It's like I have an end goal for Book 1, for example, and
    every time I write, I'm extending the road to get there. But I'll update as and when
    I can. I just really cant wait until Book 4. That's where I know I'm going to have
    fun.

    Harry Potter had no idea how he had got himself into this situation, where he was
    running like a madman from the shadows of Filch the Caretaker and his demon cat. He
    hadn't agreed to spend his Friday evening, instead of tucked up in bed and dreaming
    of what Quidditch could be, fleeing through the corridors with a huffing and puffing
    Ronald Weasley.

    Neville had warned him not to go, and he was thankful that the extremely pleased
    group of older students had said that there was nothing wrong with not rising to the
    insults from one Draco Malfoy.

    "I guess you wont be spending much time left here Potter," he had cackled.
    "When is the Express sending you back to Mummy and Daddy? Oh, wait!"

    Katie and Angelina had intercepted them at the Great Hall, already having the
    pleasure of being informed of Harry's now placement on the Gryffindor Quidditch
    team.

    Katie had her arm nestled behind Harry's head, leading him off to get some
    dinner, Angelina stepping in between them and Malfoy. "Wood's already told us. I
    can't believe it! I'm so proud of you Harry!"

    Angelina looked out of the corner of her eye at him, grinning at his
    bashfulness. "You should have seen him. No Seeker in our try-outs came even close to
    Oliver's standards. You've definitely got a friend for life in him Harry. You should
    have heard the way he was talking about you. McGonagall must have really left an
    impression."

    "Oi, Potter, you so much of a coward you need girls to fight for you?" Malfoy
    snorted in derisive humour. "What else can you expect from a coward and a blood
    traitor? So when can we expect you to be begging in Diagon over your snapped
    wand?"

    Angelina looked furious, face red as she turned on the spot. "Probably never
    Malfoy. You see Harry here has just been made the youngest Hogwarts Seeker in over a
    century." Her fury seemed palpable as she growled at the boy. "Hmm, not what you were
    expecting? Thinking you were funny? But no, how would you like it if you're own
    parents were gone Malfoy." She spat the last words out, so enraged at how the sweet
    boy was being treated by this waste of space in front of her.

    "How dare you!? You filth! When my father hears about this you and that coward
    will both be sorry!"

    Harry turned to look at the scene that had just unfolded, touched by the
    support he was getting. He looked at Malfoy's apoplectic face, then at Angelina's
    angry one and walked up to her, Katie's hand sliding down his arm to hold his own
    lightly. "It's okay Angelina."

    "It's not okay Harry, this guy..."

    She barely heard the words that came out if his mouth, but she saw his face,
    and she understood how he was feeling by looking at him. The traits of a Gryffindor
    was not just bravery, but nobility too. "I don't want you to get into trouble because
    of me." He looked over at Malfoy's form as it trembled in frustration. "Nothing about
    me is worth getting into trouble for."

    While the girls grew mournful, a collective emotion of pity and compassion for
    their friend, Draco Malfoy took it a different way entirely.

    "So Great Potter the Coward, think you're better than me do you?" Harry shook
    his head, any words he tried to articulate as to how he had misunderstood falling on
    deaf ears. "Such a failure like you is nothing to me, and I'll prove it. Wizards
    Duel. Tonight in the Trophy Room. Be there Potter, or the whole school will know how
    much of a coward you really are."

    The girls had sharply escorted him into the Hall away from the stewing
    Slytherin, proceeding to explain what had happened to the others, who sympathised
    with his plight.

    "And here we thought we'd celebrate having you join the team with us," Fred
    uttered despondently.

    Harry looked surprised behind wet eyes. "You're on the team too?"

    Angelina turned to him to clarify. "Me and Alicia are the Chasers, and Fred
    and George are the Beaters. Wood, our Captain is the Keeper, while Katie here managed
    to get on to the team this year as our third Chaser. And now we have a Seeker in
    you."

    Harry wanted to know exactly what it was those roles actually entailed, and
    was about to ask, as a beaming Ron Weasley practically shoved an oncoming Neville
    aside, taking the space where he was about to sit down.

    "I've done it Harry!"

    Harry got up to go help Neville up from his place on the floor, ignoring the
    indignant cry from a now eating Ron. "You aren't hurt are you? You've just come out
    of the hospital so take it easy."

    "I'm alright Harry, just a bit spooked."

    Harry gave an irritated look to the redheaded interloper, before schooling his
    features quickly as he calmed down. The concern for his friend outweighing any form
    of annoyance. This, however, was not to remain in place.

    "We'll get back at Malfoy. I've agreed to be your Second in the duel. Smarmy
    git probably going to cheat with him and another against you."

    Fred and George both looked at him as if he was a human troll. Katie was the
    one to respond in a clipped tone, "Harry isn't going to duel anyone."

    Ron looked flabbergasted, as if she just told him that Merlin was a squirrel.
    "But..." he waved his fork at Harry, mouth full of food as he spoke, "He's Harry
    Potter, he has to fight evil prats like Malfoy."

    His brothers just shook their heads. Fred took the lead so as to dissuade
    their new friend from heeding what they knew was stupid advice.

    "Harry, you don't have to go duel Malfoy."

    "Yeah Harry, just let us deal with the snake."

    "We're experienced."

    "Quite good at it."

    "Handsome too."

    "Brilliant flyers."

    Alicia stopped them before they got too out of hand, smirking behind her hand.
    Harry was smiling too, and the Weasley's low-fived under the table as their plan to
    cheer up their little friend worked like a charm.

    "Ron, Harry wasn't going to duel him. For a start, you're all in your first
    year, and none of you will know any spells that could be used in a duel. Second,
    you'd get into real trouble if you actually did go."

    Harry looked thoughtful at Alicia's intelligent deduction, while Ron just had
    a gormless look upon is face. Katie squeezed his hand, and he blushed as red as a
    beetroot when he saw their hands were intertwined. Carefully separating so they could
    eat, Harry smiled. It was something he had noticed had been happening a lot since he
    had arrived at Hogwarts as he looked at his friends around him, and a redhead who he
    wasn't too sure about, that he realised he wanted to keep this specific feeling
    going.

    He had refused Ron's demands that night, taking to heart what everyone had been
    saying to him, so it was a great shock to the system when he awoke on the floor to
    the grinning boy standing over him.

    "You've no idea what I had to go through to get you here," he had said. An
    inaudible mumble that sounded like 'frog cards' dance through the quiet. "But we're
    here now! Just gotta wait for that blond ponce first then we can kick his ass."

    Harry had just walked off, a growing pit in his stomach, Ron complaining heavily
    as he followed him through the castle. He didn't want to get into trouble so close
    after being put on the team, and therefore disappointing those who had put their
    trust in him. He just wanted to get back to the Tower, get into bed, then fall
    asleep. He still had homework that needed finishing, and he promised he'd go through
    Neville's Charms essay in reward for the opposite helping with Harry's Herbology
    before his full afternoon.

    It was Ron that saw Mrs Norris by the 4th Floor entry on the Grand Staircase. He
    really shouldn't have yelled "FILCH!" at the top of his lungs. This was the chain of
    events that led Harry to stumble through the portrait hole dead on his feet. He
    ignored Ron's stammered apology, went upstairs, frustrated tears in his eyes as he
    tried to get back to sleep. He had a big day tomorrow after all.

    The following afternoon, after profusely apologising to Neville, to whom Harry had
    explained everything, Professor McGonagall had found him in the library as he
    finished up his History homework.

    "Mr Potter, I have here your quidditch robes." She held up a stack if bright red
    clothes, as well as what looked like leather attachments. It seemed almost like
    armour. "Wood expects you at the quidditch pitch in 30 minutes. If you wouldn't mind,
    I'll have Miss Bell escort you to the changing rooms."

    Harry shook his head, agreeing to leave with the now visible Katie, who smiled and
    waved at seeing him. Harry turned to his friend, "Sorry Neville, would you mind if we
    finished all this off tomorrow instead."

    "Its fine Harry, Dean was going to show me some kind of muggle sport anyway, so
    I'll just see you at dinner."

    They passed Hermione on the way out, nose completely buried in a book, quill
    flashing across parchment. The girl looked up, giving a pained look at Harry as
    walked out the door, which did not go unnoticed by Neville. The boy hesitated, before
    summoning his Gryffindor courage and walking up to her.

    Harry and Katie however, traversed the school into the now cooling weather
    outside, talking amicably as they went. Shortly thereafter, they made it to the
    pitch, and said a short-lived farewell as Harry walked in to get changed.

    Fred and George were already there dressed in their own uniforms, and smiled at
    his approach. The twins helped him understand the intricacies of the uniform,
    switching who spoke as they assisted him to fit the different apparatus to his
    body.

    He walked out, feeling weighed down by the different robes he wore, towards the
    three chasers he was familiar with, and an even older boy who must have been the
    eponymous owner of the name 'Wood'.

    Said boy was practically bursting at the seems when he saw him. "Harry right?" He
    didn't let him answer his question as he steamrolled through an introduction to him,
    and to the game.

    Harry was almost spinning from the speed at which a whole load of information was
    being deposited. Angelina took pity on him when an excited Wood finished his speech.
    "We'll go through it properly later Harry. For now, just follow us and act how we
    act."

    Wood nodded, a surprising thing with how his attitude had been thus far. "Yeah
    that sounds good. Can't really throw him too far under can we? Right, let's start
    with your role then Potter."

    "This is the Snitch. For now, we'll have you focusing on finding it, and catching
    it. Everything else you can learn on the way. First match isn't for a while so you
    need to get a broom by then. A Comet maybe? Won't do to have you on a school broom.
    No. But we'll start practicing and just go from there."

    Harry found Oliver Wood's attitude refreshing. He could tell he was passionate
    about the sport, and the amused smiles from the rest of the team gave him a good
    enough feel for him. He appeared honest; the apparent single mindedness only
    reinforcing his likability as Harry nodded along to what was being said.

    The small group stood back as Harry summoned the broom on the grass immediately to
    his hand with a short "Up". He barely took note of the small cheers coming from the
    stands as a few of his housemates had taken the liberty of seeing their new Seeker.
    They were quickly moved along by an irate McGonagall, the younger Weasley most vocal
    in his displeasure.

    As soon as he was in the air, he felt as if he was totally free. The breeze slid
    over his body as he lazily began circling the field.

    "You're a natural Potter!" Oliver shouted. He wasn't wrong. The ease in which he
    moved about, and in such sub-par equipment, made it look as though Harry Potter had
    been born broomstick in hand. "I'm going to release the Snitch. Wait 3 seconds then
    try and get it. Don't worry if it takes a while. Just focus on getting the feel for
    it."

    Harry barely took note of what he was being told. The feeling of total freedom
    permeated his body and mind. When the fluttering gold shot off, it had been in the
    air for 8 seconds. When Harry realised he needed to chase after it, it had been
    released for 17 seconds. Harry held in in his grasp at 37 seconds.

    Wood could have cried a river as time and time again his new Seeker surprised them
    all. When they left the field in the wake of their first full team practice, Harry
    felt a confidence he didn't know he had, and had a complete acceptance in his actions
    flowing inside his very being.

    'I think I'm going to enjoy Quidditch'.

    Harry Potter's halcyon days kept at it throughout the month of October. He would
    regularly get high marks in his homework submissions, and his skill in magic was
    broadened by his continued desire to embrace what made magic so special.

    He would frequently find whatever excuse he could to perform magic. He enjoyed the
    simplicity of some of the charms that he could utilise, and would persistently
    inquire as to the developed intricacies of certain subjects.

    He would train with the team three times a week, and that was where his passion
    was held. The utter joy he held as he danced in the air held no simple meaning to
    him.

    It was as if the very world had finally decided to give him a break from it's
    terrible machinations. Snape was continuously vile, and Malfoy's taunts didn't seem
    to end, but they held next to no meaning after hearing them so frequently. If he
    could get through life with the Dursley's and survive, he could make it through
    this.

    It was October 31st, however, when his good mood, which had developed further over
    time by his interactions with his circle of friends, plummeted drastically
    downwards.

    Professor McGonagall had giving him a maudlin smile throughout Transfiguration.
    She could easily tell that his mind was elsewhere as he struggled with the simple
    changing of a wooden figurine into a metal one.

    Hermione smirked at him triumphantly - she had bested him at getting it right
    first at last – before she too dropped in her seat and gave a pitying look to her
    housemate.

    "Professor," he had asked when the class was dismissed. "Do I have to attend the
    feast tonight?"

    Minerva McGonagall sighed, drawing her wand and conjuring the tea set that was now
    commonly seen with both he and Flitwick in their chats.

    "Mr Potter, there is no requirement for any student to attend any feast, other
    than those of the first and last days of the year." She poured a cup, adding milk and
    sugar for a thankful Harry. "I do believe that the Weasley twins may know how to get
    you some food if you wish to enjoy it elsewhere.

    "I do also believe that there is a certain spot by the Black Lake that two of my
    old students would enjoy together, that you may be interested in."

    It took him a few seconds to grasp her meaning, and understanding graced his
    features as he realised that she was giving him a way to be close to his parents. On
    this day, a day he only truly understood the meaning for since entering the magical
    world, this meant everything to him.

    He bid McGonagall a polite farewell, and began his traipse up to the common room.
    He mutedly asked Alicia to let the twins know he was looking for them, and curled up
    on a chair as he absentmindedly began doing some homework.

    He would apologise to Professor Flitwick for not attending his study session.
    Every now and then he would hold a practice session for all years to attend, for
    either to improve on a spell, or to revise an old one. That was before he remembered
    what the date was that he had agreed to attend, but he wasn't feeling quite in the
    mood to go over the Levitation Charm.

    The Weasley's all came in as one some point later, with the younger chortling to
    Seamus and Dean about something. Neville was shaking his head as he walked over to
    Harry along with Fred and George.

    "Hermione's crying in the girls toilets because of something Ron said to her."
    Harry gave a quizzical glance, but was distracted by George.

    "We've heard you were after us, oh Seeker of the Snitch."

    Harry's smile did not reach his eyes as he responded. "Apparently you're the ones
    to ask to get some food outside of the Great Hall."

    Fred smirked at those words, mischief dancing in his eyes. "Oh of course, your
    Potterness, we are welcome to guide you to a personal feast."

    He halted slightly, noting the depressed look on his little friend. Freezing as he
    realised the date and its significance.

    According to his older brother Bill, the Halloween feast was never as grand as it
    had been in recent years. It's significance developing over the last few years. Since
    the defeat of the Dark Lord. By Harry Potter.

    "Meet us by the Entrance Hall in a few. We just need to get ready then we'll show
    you the way." He nodded his head at George, and they both went away, grimacing at
    their younger brother as he was still laughing at the hurt he had caused to
    Granger.

    "Hey Harry, you looking forward..." Ron had begun, before Harry just took off,
    saying a solemn and hushed goodbye to Neville. He had his robed school coat and his
    wand on him, leaving everything else behind, and took off out the portrait.

    "What the hell?" spoke Ron in annoyance. "Harry bloody Potter not good enough for
    anyone is he?"

    Neville hadn't even had time to reprimand him, empathy surrounding him at Harry's
    plight. He originally thought it was Katie who spoke as she descended from the girls
    stairway. However it was a different girl who matched his own tone in anger.

    "I think it's more to do with what day it is, and how you act that makes that
    happen Weasley."

    Said boy turned around, flushed red as he grit his teeth. "Yeah. Its Halloween.
    There's a feast tonight. More food and sweets than we've seen yet apparently. He
    should be with us, not storming out like that. I mean bloody hell, he beat
    you-know-who on Halloween. So he should be celebrating!"

    Fay Dunbar was a quiet girl. She liked to keep to herself. She enjoyed Charms most
    out of all lessons, and was practically obsessed with quidditch, yet never had the
    inherent charisma needed to make good friends with someone. She didn't really know
    Harry all too well. He was quiet, calm, polite, and good at magic; it was all she
    needed to know to know that he was a good person. And she knew as well of the
    annoyance that was Ronald Weasley.

    "Today is the date he lost his parents you idiot."

    The girl shook her head as the gears turned and the redhead looked down in shame.
    She saw a couple of the older girls that Harry seemed to get along with give her
    agreeable nods as they walked out of the room.

    Neville just looked on, lips curled high as he walked over to talk the girl he
    knew nothing about. He knew that one of the Chaser's would be able to help Harry
    better than his awkwardness.

    Harry had made it to the ground floor, waiting patiently for the Weasley twins,
    and his bad mood was to become a whole lot worse than before.

    Snape had ascended like a swooping bat from the dungeon area, and the moment he
    saw Harry he stood there, taking him all in.

    "Potter," he barked, "10 points from Gryffindor for loitering."

    Harry didn't even deign a response, his mind was so focused internally because of
    the day. This was not something that appeared to be appreciated by the Potions
    Professor.

    "And another 10 for your attitude!" he snarled. Teeth bared in barely restrained
    fury he carried on, "Thinking you own the place because of your fame, Potter? Think
    you own the place do you? One scar and the lowly peasants must kneel, hmm? Potter,
    detention for your arrogance!"

    Draco Malfoy was laughing like a hyena as he saw this happen. He waited until
    Snape had victoriously walked away before he made his own move.

    "So, Potter, missing mummy tonight is he?" The girl he was always around, Pansy,
    giggled at Malfoy's words. "Shame your cowardice kept you alive. I bet they're
    reeeeeeally proud of you."

    This set of a smattering of taunts from other Slytherin's, while those from other
    houses just watched the action. There were mutterings of disagreement with what
    Malfoy was saying, but no one stepped forward to help.

    Harry said not at word as he walked away. He heard the insults follow him out as
    he began his search for the place that his parents hand apparently enjoyed as a
    couple.

    The large rock that sat on the waters edge, as small ripples of water lapped at
    the bottom of it, was a glaring landmark. Harry climbed up some manmade steps to the
    top of a smoothed out area atop of it. As he placed himself down, he recognised the
    softness that belied the original anticipation of how uncomfortable it should have
    been. 'Cushioning Charm', he thought idly.

    He watched as the sun set far in the distance, mind swimming in a painful static
    as time flit around him without notice.

    He smelt the food before he heard the light panting that came with it. His head
    turned slowly as he saw Katie clamour up the steps, plates and cutlery floating next
    to her, her wand trained on them. His hand stretched out to help her up, which she
    took with a grateful grin.

    "Jeez Harry, if McGonagall hadn't have told me where to find you, I'd have been
    still searching for you."

    "Why?"

    It was only one word. It held so much desperation in it that it smothered Katie's
    heart as she answered. "You're my friend. I'm going to be worried about you."

    She began laying out their personal feast, the dying sun's rays tingling their
    eyes. "Neville was worried about you, but he's hanging out with a girl in your year –
    I don't know her name. I told him to enjoy himself, and that I would go see how you
    ware. He cares about you, ya know? The twins got the food for you, they asked me to
    see how you were first. Angelina and Alicia," she laughed lightly, "Even Wood seemed
    concerned, but don't tell him I told you. He'd probably deny it."

    They ate in silence, Harry's appetite returning as his hunger revealed itself. "I
    didn't want your Halloween ruined Katie."

    "Shut up Harry, you haven't ruined anything. And I swear to Merlin, if I hear one
    more bad thing about this then I'm eating this treacle tart all by myself."

    She laughed along with him, his own an innocent twinkle along her own. She looked
    at him, not in a pitiful way, as she took in his small frame and aura of hurt. She
    moved aside the plates and took his body in her arms. One curved around his back as
    the other curled up his torso to cradle his head. She gently pulled a rigid body into
    her own form. He gave no resistance as his body relaxed slowly as they melded
    together. His head rested under her chin as they sat there in silence, basking in the
    view of the setting sun. His breathing remained calm as he laid there in the warmth
    of Katie's embrace.

    Harry decided, then and there, that he really liked hugs.

    Things had been born this Halloween, rather than destroyed. It would seem fitting
    to an outside observer.

    Harry and Katie had sat there together for as long as they could, but eventually
    they were getting missed by the masses. They were lucky that it was Alicia who found
    them as they were, and not two redheaded troublemakers. They were embarrassed by the
    position they had been discovered in, but Harry was more than thankful. To him, he
    was still grabbing on to the misery from before Hogwarts. His mind either would or
    could not accept that there was more to life than the abuse he had suffered.

    His friends, a word he still tried to get to grips with sometimes, were
    understanding and supportive. None of them were stupid, and neither were the staff
    members at his plight. Any other house, or any other students he met, may not have
    understood. Any set of differing circumstances could have influenced events to
    transpire it an entirely different way. But when Katie held Harry's hand in a gentle
    grip as they made their way back to Gryffindor Tower, he realised that all this
    self-doubt was inconsequential. He had his support. And he was happy.

    He knew he was damaged. Just taking a single look at other children easily
    revealed that; Katie, Neville, and the others all wanted to be the ones to help him
    heal. And he now, finally, wanted to let go of that dark cliff edge, and drop into
    the warm light that was being shown to him.

    He was quickly drawn into a manly three way hug by the Weasley twins – one could
    easily see that they were greatly relieved to see him and Katie without any issues
    surrounding them. Alicia and Angelina brought their own hugs to bear, though each
    were a bit less soothing, and a bit more of a release to their worry's compared to
    Katie's calming one. Wood nodded his head in a greeting, having his own friends he
    wasn't really a part of their group, but Harry still took gratification from the fact
    he cared even a little. He wasn't going to begrudge someone for that. Besides, he
    respected Wood for it.

    Neville walked up to him, a girl in tow that he recognised from their year.

    "I heard what happened downstairs, Harry. How are you holding up mate?"

    "I'm fine Neville." He rolled his eyes playfully at the sceptical look he was
    receiving. "Really I am. Katie says I should talk with Professor McGonagall about
    it."

    "It's really not fair how he treats you Harry."

    Said boy looked at the girl. He hadn't really taken much note of her before. She
    kept mostly to her own devices but she had always seemed nice enough.

    She was of a height comparable to him, and though her eyes were green, they held a
    different shade to his own. Her hair was short, barely reaching shoulder height, and
    was of the same black as his own. They could pass for siblings, he thought
    absentmindedly as he took her in.

    "Fay, isn't it?"

    She nodded, smiling genuinely at him. "Snape is just a big bully. I know he
    doesn't like our house, but he's absolutely terrible to you."

    "I know, I just don't want to get in to more trouble if I complain about it."

    "It's still not fair," she growled, folding her arms over her chest as she
    huffed.

    "I've asked Fay if she wants to join us tomorrow to finish our homework," Neville
    hesitated, hoping he hadn't overstepped his mark by introducing someone Harry was not
    familiar with into what was basically a fragile ecosystem.

    "If that's okay with you Harry?" She was glad that there was no one listening in,
    the raucous nature of that nights events fresh on everyone's minds. She was rubbing
    her arms nervously, hoping that Harry wasn't upset. She really thought that they
    would get on well. "It's just that, I don't really have any friends, and..."

    "I don't have a problem with it Fay," Harry responded, wearing a soft smile. "It'd
    be great to have you with us."

    Fred called them over, the quidditch team taking over the best seats in the house,
    positioned right next to the fireplace. A few other people were on the fringes,
    friends of the others such as Lee Jordan, who Harry had passing connections with but
    got on with okay. George called over Wood, who came to socialise for a while,
    enthusiastic at what he referred to as 'team bonding'.

    "If we can connect as a unit outside of the game, it would allow us to get a
    greater amount of implicit trust on the field. We'd be more cohesive and we would
    almost certainly play better. You guys are genius'."

    Harry expected that Wood would be more involved from then on, much to the
    consternation of the Weasley twins. He just laughed at Wood's words. He really did
    like the boy's simple honesty and one-track thought process. Quidditch or Death!

    When Harry asked why the common room was so excitable, Angelina rolled her eyes
    and snorted at the topic.

    "Someone let a troll in."

    "A what?!" both he and Katie exclaimed, though Harry's was barely above his
    naturally soft tone.

    "We were really worried about you. You weren't in the Hall, but Neville said that
    McGonagall would know."

    "Alicia's right, I went straight to her. She said the trouble was inside the
    castle not outside, so we should just leave you be for now."

    "When the all clear was called, McGonagall told me where you'd be, and I went to
    get you. She still took me as far as the entrance," Alicia continued.

    "It also turns out that our little brother does in fact have a heart," snorted
    Fred.

    George mirrored his twin, "Turns out he was meant to be a Gryff. Something about
    him rushing to Granger's rescue and saving her from the troll."

    Harry spotted them in a small alcove by one of the windows. It looked like
    Hermione was refusing to accept his apologies, but was thanking him at the same time
    if the smile on her face implied. He scratched behind his ear in confusion. He just
    hoped that they would balance each other out, because they seemed to be quite
    friendly to each other now.

    Really though. A troll on that day... of all days for it to happen...

    As he sat down on the floor in between two armchairs to the left of the roaring
    fire, he wondered to himself how things had come to this. He felt a hand touch his
    left shoulder and he turned to see Katie smiling down at him, before turning to talk
    to one of her friends who was leaning on the top part of the chair's back.

    He looked to his right and began the first tentative steps to getting to know Fay
    Dunbar.

    The next couple of weeks showed great improvement for Harry. There would be what
    Wood referred to as their 'team bonding' sessions directly after training. This would
    usually end up becoming a laugh fest with the Weasley twins involved. Oliver Wood
    usually took charge of these sessions as he created a formulaic plan 'for the optimal
    rate of bonding experience.' Angelina would usually tell him to shut up 10 minutes in
    and then it just became a social session.

    Katie usually took time out of her day just to make sure he was doing alright.
    This would happen mostly in the mornings as they walked to get their breakfast. He
    found that he enjoyed the warm hugs she would dispense whenever she saw him feeling
    down; however he barely felt it now, so she would hug him regardless, chuckling
    softly when he would glow red.

    His interactions with Neville and changed slightly too, as Fay had no begun an
    integral part of the friendship they had established over the last 2 months. He had
    found that she was easy to get on with, and was a quiet and collected as both he and
    Neville were. Although if he thought back on his time at Hogwarts so far, he was a
    lot more in the limelight than he was originally prepared for.

    "The perks of being Harry Potter," George had said to him one night. This had
    caused a nearby Ron and Hermione to snort. At least they were being less of an issue
    with him now they were apparently friends with each other.

    It was the last Thursday morning before the first Quidditch match of the school
    year - Slytherin versus Gryffindor – when Hedwig dropped down to him with grace
    during breakfast. The Hall was crowded as it neared time for lessons to start, which
    meant he had many witnesses to the slim package that knocked over more than one
    goblet.

    "What's this about?" questioned Fred.

    "It's got my name on it," Harry mused. He had never received a package before so
    he immediately decided he wanted to savour this moment. Katie and Neville shared a
    concerned look briefly, before turning back to Harry.

    Harry slowly began unwrapping the paper that surrounded the box, taking his time
    as he went over it. He pried the box open carefully to reveal what was sent to him so
    out of the blue.

    "It's a Nimbus 2000," Angelina gasped.

    "But who sent it me?" Harry asked. "I don't..." He looked around the room,
    stroking Hedwig's feathers as Fred and George gushed over the broomstick. He ended up
    catching McGonagall's eye, who winked at him slyly, grin sliding onto her face.

    "I think we need to take this for spin Harry," said Angelina, showing her own
    grin.

    Harry smiled widely, reciprocated by Fay and Neville as it became infectious to
    see their friend happy. "Transfiguration first, then it's time for fun." The others
    shook their heads. Harry seemed to enjoy lessons far too much for their tastes.

    "Oh wow, a 2000!" came a shout from behind him.

    Harry groaned internally. Ron had just drawn a bit of attention to what he had
    hoped was being blocked from the rest of the school by the mass of friendly faces
    around him.

    He let out a single noise of laughter as he heard Wood whooping down the table .
    Nevertheless, he was counting down the seconds for the true annoyances to arrive.

    He only counted to five before he heard the bane of his school life. "What's this
    Potter? Think you'll get away with this now? Didn't know you were unable to read.
    'First years are unable to bring broomsticks'."

    "I'm on the team Malfoy."

    The boy leaned in, sarcastically miming that he couldn't hear Harry's gentle
    tones. "What was that scarhead? Must be that muggle filth that keeps you up at night.
    I've heard that cowards cry all the time," he laughed darkly.

    Katie was about to stand up to defend him as Harry looked everywhere but Malfoy's
    direction. He wanted there to be no satisfaction felt by Draco; he could feel his
    eyes growing moist as they started to burn. He was unable to stop Neville
    however.

    "Y-you shut up Malfoy!" he exclaimed feebly. Harry felt appreciation, but pitied
    the boy. He was out of his comfort zone as much as Harry was in situations like
    this.

    As the rest of his circle of friends began their own protests, quick to act but
    not as speedy as Neville was, Malfoy snickered cruelly. "That the best you got
    squib?" He laughed once more. Harry's pleading eyes were keeping his infuriated
    friends from acting rashly. "Coward is as coward does Potter. Hopefully, come
    Saturday, there'll be more scars you can show off."

    Harry was lucky that Snape had not decided to come down to intervene, as instead
    McGonagall's scathing glare sent the blond away with his tail between his legs. The
    woman may have got his detention with the man revoked, as well as the point losses,
    but he knew not to push his luck.

    "You should have let us deal with the prat Harry," said a fuming Angelina. Harry
    had asked them all individually to not get involved between him and Malfoy in
    situation like this. They protested at first, as each one had stood up for him at
    some point; seeing an infuriated Fay Dunbar was a sight to see indeed. Eventually
    they couldn't say no to such a despondent look, and would intervene just to try to
    diffuse the situation. Of course, the fact that Fred and George would smirk whenever
    a 'mishap' would occur with a bullying Slytherin did not go amiss.

    "No one's getting into trouble because of me. He really doesn't like me, and Snape
    will just back him up. If no one retaliates then he won't win." He looked forlornly
    into the distance as he took on a slightly depressed countenance. "Professor
    McGonagall said something to me though." He sighed audibly, a calming mantra circling
    around his head. The warm hand clenched around his own, and the knowledge that he had
    people who showed they care soothing his damaged temperament to something
    positive.

    "I'm going to beat Slytherin on Saturday."

    The others saw his determination and as one, concluded that he very well
    would.

    The shortest match to date at Hogwarts had lasted 6 minutes and 45 seconds exactly
    in 1845. It had been a match between Hufflepuff and Slytherin, where Boreas
    Shacklebolt of Slytherin had the Snitch seemingly shoot into his hand out of
    nowhere.

    Harry Potter caught the snitch in 3 minutes and 14 seconds, practically halving
    that record.

    He had endured the taunts from Slytherin that morning, sitting in solidarity with
    the rest of the Gryffindor team. Fay scooping porridge into a dish for him, while
    Neville put butter and jam on Harry's toast.

    The nerves were obvious by the look on his face, and just by looking at him they
    could see him shaking.

    "I shouldn't be doing this," Harry was whispering, his already unhealthily pale
    features growing more pallid with every passing second. "I don't think I can do
    this."

    Fay's tone was no nonsense in its approach. "Harry Potter, you will be fine. Stop
    worrying. I've seen you fly, and I've seen you practice. You're going to beat the
    snot out of those slimy snakes."

    "Yeah Harry," Neville came in with back up. "You're brilliant at anything you put
    your mind to. You'll do amazing out there!"

    Harry's eyes softened but did nothing to calm his raging gut. "Thanks guys." He
    took a spoonful of the porridge, causing Fay to nod in delight.

    "Right guys, it's time," Wood soon said to the table.

    As they walked out the doors, Harry could hear the cheers and well wishes drown
    out the boos and jeers from the Slytherin's. He hears a smattering of non-sarcastic
    'good luck out there Potter' from the other houses, cheering him up slightly.

    Glancing back into the hall, he could see a jovial Hagrid waving at him, and
    Professor Dumbledore raise his goblet in a small salute.

    When they had taken to the air, all team members previously silent as they endured
    their pre-match rituals, he saw Sprout and Flitwick give totally not biased cheers in
    his direction. McGonagall was clapping in mirth, supporting her house took precedence
    over her duties as an impartial Deputy Headmistress it seemed.

    Harry circled around in the air, taking his position as Hooch prepared to start
    the match. He had spotted a grim Snape glaring at him, with a perpetually nervous
    Quirrell glancing warily between himself and the potions Professor in front of him.
    When the Quaffle was released, and the whistle blared, Harry immediately zoomed away
    from the opposing seeker; he had been frequently told about the aggressive dirty
    tactics that the Slytherin employed.

    The crowd vanished in his mind, his nerves evaporated while the feeling of elation
    struck his nerves afire. He couldn't explain the rush of exhilaration he felt as he
    danced through the air. It was as if he was truly born for it.

    He imagined he could hear Neville and Fay screaming his name in the stands, along
    with the rest of his house as they showed their support.

    He saw the flicker of gold by the base of Gryffindor's hoops. He had no
    hesitation. He had no idea that Angelina had already scored, and now was geared up to
    take a penalty after a dirty foul on Katie by a Slytherin chaser.

    He just held up the fluttering snitch to a silently shocked crowd as he found
    Malfoy's dismayed face among the throng of green and silver.

    He had kept his internal promise, and he felt good enough to burst as he landed
    and was soon after swarmed by his team.

    Harry Potter smiled wider than he had ever done before.

    Authors Notes

    Originally, I had Harry with a whole lot more dialogue, but on second
    thoughts I realised that he still needs to get out of his comfort zone. Then I came
    to the conclusion that I picture this Harry as more of an observer, and his actions
    would showcase his intention far greater than his words. Looking back at when I began
    Secondary School, I barely said 2 words to people and just sort of 'slotted in' with
    different groups. Now you can't really shut me up. That's what I think I'm going to
    let happen here. Doesn't mean he'll be mute though... It is still a Harry centric
    fic.

    Just going to put this out there now. This will not be a comfortable ride
    for Harry. No writer truly goes out to create a story where no meaning is made by the
    end of it, so I'm not going to lie and say that I will follow Harry's story to the
    end and have it come away incredibly miserable and dark. The road to get to the end
    will not be a straight one however. There will be twists and turns and severe bumps
    that wall cause him to trip; the endgame will be, I hope, more of a bittersweet
    finale that will leave you satisfied as to its conclusion.

    That's still a good 70 odd chapters in the future though. Plenty of time
    for some good times in between now and then however.

    Harry's character needs a lot of help, but just because he's in a dark
    place and struggling, doesn't mean it will stay that way. He's struggling to drag
    himself out of the pit of despair he has been in for 10 years. I think one of my
    favourite quotes is applicable here: 'When one lives their whole lives in the
    darkness, they reach for any sliver of light.' That isn't the proper quote, just a
    paraphrase, but the meaning is accurate to the source. I suppose some might think
    that the interaction with Katie is out of character, it isn't. She's canon confirmed
    as being a kind and caring individual, and I could see her forcing her way into
    Harry's life to help him out.

    Some may be wondering where the troll incident was with Harry, and where
    the cursed broom event was. Well, they would have happened, but the butterfly effect
    seems to have occurred here, and two events plot wise have gone very differently as
    evidenced above. This means that there will be some quite different outcomes on the
    way to year 1's conclusion. Some of these things that happen wont have completely
    glaring things happen just yet, but may have some severe ramifications further down
    the line.

    Next chapter: Christmas

    Stay safe, and keep healthy.

    KhaosOnion

  


  
    5. Christmas
  

  
    Authors note: I do not own Harry Potter

    The only ones of his house who were remaining at Hogwarts throughout Christmas
    were the Weasley's, and the single Potter.

    Harry had looked mournfully as his friends said their goodbyes in the warmth of
    the entrance hall the portcullis looming menacingly over their head.

    "Don't let these two idiots get you into trouble," Alicia had said to him, risking
    a hug as she gave her farewell.

    "Hey," came the indignant reply from one of the heavily covered Weasley's, who had
    just finished seeing off Lee.

    "Yeah, we resent that. I mean you get one angry Slytherin."

    "And a professor."

    "And a ghost."

    "Oh I forgot about that one!"

    Angelina rolled her eyes at the common byplay, moving in for her own hug, bending
    down slightly to do so. "See ya kiddo. I'm trusting you to keep these morons in
    line."

    "I'll try my best Angie."

    "How come he's allowed to call you Angie, but I get whacked round my head if I say
    that?" sputtered George.

    "Because he's adorable and you aren't," Angelina replied. She winked at Harry,
    causing a ripple of giggles to break the soft silence surrounding the falling
    snow.

    "Come on Gred, I know when we aren't wanted."

    "I agree Forge." Cue the dramatic crocodile tears. "Woe is us dear brother, I see
    that our charms have once again failed us."

    "I agree my handsome brother, such is the life of misery we lead."

    They could still hear their general gripes as they turned the corner and made
    their ways through to mischief unending.

    Neville and Fay were to take their carriage to the express together, and had
    already left just a little while before. The departure had been slightly awkward as
    none of them knew exactly quite what to say to each other. The two of them knew only
    that he had no intention to go back to his muggle relatives, and from their
    knowledge, he had not even told Katie as to the reason for his distaste for his
    relatives. They all had their suspicions, but none of them knew how to voice them to
    their friend.

    Still, it had been an emotional goodbye. He did not realise until he saw them
    leave, knowing that they would not return until after the new year, how integral they
    had become to his everyday life.

    Wood had just left him with a "keep practicing that game Potter," to absolutely no
    one's surprise.

    When it was finally Katie's turn to go, she looked at his emerald eyes with such
    concentration that it left Harry slightly confused.

    She carefully stepped forward, embracing him tightly, his own arms to the side;
    Harry had not yet reciprocated any form of contact his friends had moved to him
    with.

    He could feel her breath hit his ear as she leaned in slightly, as she was a
    little taller than he was.

    "I'll miss you." It was barely there but she heard it. It was almost pleading, and
    it pulled at her heart strings. In the small amount of time that she had known this
    wonderful, sweet boy, she had come to care for him greatly. They all knew that while
    Neville was definitely his best friend, Katie held a special place in his heart.

    "It won't be for too long. Fred and George will be here with you. At least making
    sure that you don't spend your whole Christmas studying."

    She pulled back slightly, laughing lightly at the bashful look he was attempting
    to remove unsuccessfully. "I'm not that bad..." He huffed as she kept laughing.
    "Magic just really fascinates me. Transfiguration is just so..."

    She pulled back fully, her hands grasping his shoulders as she took him all in. If
    not for the blue-grey eyes, she could have easily passed for his lookalike. She had
    some Potter blood not too many generations ago, so she had contemplated that there
    may be a slight familial connection involved.

    "Just promise me that you can take it easy for Christmas Day at least."

    He was taking in every inch of his friend as they remained in contact, with
    complete comprehension that he would be missing her terribly.

    All these people had become so integral to his daily consistencies, that as it all
    dawned on him that he would be going without for a relatively long period of time, it
    was starting to hit him quite hard.

    A stray droplet slid down his cheek as he waved absently at the now vanished forms
    of his friends.

    He felt alone.

    The last time he felt like this was when Hagrid had left him at the Dursley's,
    after showing him the gateway to a brighter future. He knew he could rely on the
    twins, as they always had his back, but it felt like a hole had opened in his
    heart.

    "Y'alrigh' Harry?"

    Harry saw Hagrid stomping snow into the castle, a live Christmas tree hoisted on
    his shoulders as he carried it into the school. He began to shake his head free of
    the insidious thoughts, and walked over to his large friend.

    Later that week, magic studied enough to make his eyes water, he decided he had
    had enough self-deprecation to get on his own nerves. The Weasley's had kept him
    thoroughly entertained as promised, and he enjoyed a daily visit to Hagrid's hut to
    feel the warmth of the space and of his friend.

    He was sitting in Flitwick's office, McGonagall sharing the space with them,
    drinking hot tea together, when he realised that not all home's are perfect, but that
    he had at least found one at Hogwarts.

    He knew that something was different when he awoke that morning. To start with,
    there was no ungodly snoring coming from the other side of the room.

    He shook the cobwebs from his mind, shifting to his left to pick his glasses from
    his bedside table.

    He took in the silent emptiness. For so long there was always noise when he hit
    the waking world. He swept his vision around the room, trying to comprehend exactly
    what it was that seemed so out of place.

    The answer kicked his door open, causing a frightened Harry to shriek as he flew
    out of his bed onto the floor. He reached up to grab his wand, face growing paler,
    shaking in more than simple fright at the interloper.

    He didnt hear the muted voice trying to shake his mind from its hidden corner, nor
    the angry growls that sent it packing.

    "Come on Harry, we got ya."

    He felt two sets of arms gingerly help him onto his feet, and two sets of red hair
    swam into view.

    "Merry Christmas Harry."

    He followed them shakily down the flight of stairs to the common room, where a
    sheepish Ron was waiting, presents half opened around him. He idly noted that all
    three were wearing red jumpers with their initials tastefully taking up most of the
    front.

    He nodded, still shaking slightly, at Ron's half-hearted apology before taking a
    seat next to the fire.

    "Your gifts are definite boons, my Lord of the Potterness." The twins really knew
    how to get him out of a funk. 'Smarter than other's would believe,' he mused, taking
    in the tranquil atmosphere.

    He had mulled over what to get his friends for Christmas, not realising how to
    quite go about getting gifts. He had had a near panic attack until Professor Sprout
    had kindly explained to him that the owlry had catalogues in it that could be used to
    purchase such things. Then he had spent so long trying to decide what to get someone,
    that he just ordered Wizarding gift cards for all his friends and hoped for the best.
    Of course, each one was tailored for each person he gifted. Flitwick got one for
    Flourish and Blotts as an example. Ron and the rest of his year mates got a standard
    selection box of muggle sweets and chocolate; he thought he'd let them try something
    different. Although he guessed that Dean would find it humorous.

    Fred and George had got cards for use at Zonko's Joke Shop in Hogsmeade, the
    reason for both of their large grins pointed at him. He was most particularly proud
    of his ones for McGonagall and Katie though. His professor received a gift card for
    use at any season's worth of 5 quidditch games. He knew she was absolutely mad for
    the sport, but had neglected to ask her favourite team. Therefore he left it up to
    her to decide which games to cash in her present. Katie had received the exact same,
    but for any season's worth of 5 games for Holyhead, her preferred team. She would
    miss a lot of games due to the school year, but the card had five redemptions that
    could be used at any time, so she had plenty of opportunities to utilise it.

    Some might have wondered at the amount it had cost to buy all these, with them all
    being quite expensive, but it turned out the Potter vault had a veritable fortune in
    it. And due to many Potter's providing over generations, there was still money going
    in to it – sleekeazy was putting a tidy some in each month for example.

    When Fred brought over a stack of wrapped gifts, he didn't know what to say. He
    wiped his eyes subtly, but was caught by the three Weasley's there, as he tried to
    calm himself down. He was more than lost with this happening.

    He threw a letter with a coin taped to it into the fireplace as if it had burned
    him when he touched it, much to the others' concern.

    "From my muggle relatives," he croaked. The twins edged slightly more close to him
    in response. He then opened one package that had a jumper in it similar to
    theirs.

    "We told our mum that you weren't expecting much, so she's made you a Weasley
    jumper."

    Harry nodded his head at the twin that spoke, breath catching in his throat. He
    felt... touched. He hadn't expected any presents at all. If he was honest with
    himself, he truly believed that someone like him did not deserve such things given to
    him. So such a reception was a thing of beauty he couldn't quite comprehend.

    Ron grew redder than normal when Harry released a throaty admission of thanks for
    his chocolates. And almost completely stopped when he saw that the twins had
    personally charmed him a light scarf to be always at a comfortable temperature as
    well as comfortably breathable through.

    It seems as though Wood had come through with a book, 'Quidditch Through the Ages'
    which he should have expected. Alicia and Angelina had pooled together to get a nice
    broom servicing kit for his Nimbus. The attached note claimed that: 'A good broom
    needs looking after.'

    Neville had sent some seeds from his greenhouse; apparently from plants he had
    cultivated personally. While Fay, knowing his own appreciation for Quidditch matched
    her own, gifted him something know as 'Pensieve Pictures' of recordings of some of
    the most popular Quidditch games on moving picture cards. McGonagall gave him a note
    that just said 'Nimbus – Merry Christmas', which made him release a sound between and
    laugh and a cough. It seemed as though Flitwick had decided he liked his student
    enough too. Harry smiled as he opened up a charmable tea set – the man was still ever
    the teacher it seemed.

    Katie's was a gift that had him walking off under the pretence of quickly needing
    the bathroom. He cried. But they were tears of happiness when he opened up the first
    page of a large red book that had 'Potter Photo Album' in golden writing carved into
    the front. The first, and so far only photo, was of the common magical moving
    variety. It showed the two of them, dressed in their Quidditch robes looking haggard
    as they leaned on each other, both dozing as they sat on a stone bench by the
    Quidditch pitch, the grass showing the gentle breeze flowing by.

    When he returned, Fred and George, both looking unnaturally compassionate, tossed
    the final gift at him, with nary a word and only two understanding smiles.

    The note on the now unwrapped cloak only stated three words.

    'Use It Well.'

    The quartet had been more than a little surprised at the reveal of his
    invisibility cloak. It was a surreal experience to know that his body was there, but
    was unseen to the naked eye.

    The three Weasley's had sworn themselves to secrecy at the introduction of the
    cloak to Harry's repertoire. Though Harry had been wary of the look of jealousy that
    adorned Ron's face.

    They had decided to forgo breakfast, knowing that at noon there would be a
    reputable feast for the limited students and staff who had remained at Hogwarts.

    He had decided to opt out of the impromptu snowball fight that the twins has
    instigated against the two Hufflepuff's who had remained that holiday. His tinkling
    laugh echoed in the surreal quiet as he practiced warming charms so as to keep out
    the cold, though enjoying the nicety of his new scarf.

    They were met with much cheer as they entered the hall for their lunch. Goose,
    ham, and turkey littered the single table smacked into the middle of the room. Harry
    observed all the delectable food, salivating slightly as he realised that for once,
    he could enjoy a Christmas meal and not just be the chef.

    He tried and tested one of everything he saw, laughing lightly as Dumbledore
    smiled and put a paper Christmas hat upon his head. The professors thanked him
    merrily for their gifts, while he reciprocated in kind.

    "Tutshill Tornados, for future reference Mr Potter." McGonagall appeared to be
    slightly tipsy with the addition of alcohol for all those of age. "Of course,
    watching a House match is much of greater enjoyment these days; it's always a
    pleasure to see my Lions play."

    Harry soaked in the atmosphere surrounding him. To be able to enjoy such
    festivities had always eluded his mind. 'So this is Christmas.'

    When all were finished at the table, with Harry secretly pleased that Snape had
    yet to show his face, Flitwick cheerily invited the students to remain so as to enjoy
    peaceful company along with some strong tea. Harry of course decided to stay, but he
    was the only student. As people cleared out, a faint farewell from the twins as they
    left to commit mayhem elsewhere, it was only Harry, Flitwick, Sprout, and Dumbledore
    who remained.

    He had not had much interaction with the near-legendary headmaster. He, of course,
    knew about his exploits, and admired the man for his incredible Transfiguration
    abilities. This was, however, to be the longest time around him since starting at
    Hogwarts.

    He observed the three professors as they chatted amicably, noting the warm looks
    he was receiving from them as he enjoyed sipping on his highly strong tea.

    They would ask him light questions, mostly about his enjoyments of lessons, as
    well as how he was finding the school now that he had had time to settle in.

    "It's just so... surreal." His face showed the wonder he felt inside, causing a
    chuckle to reverberate around the now smaller table. "I never would have thought that
    something like this could be possible."

    "Sometimes, we who live in magic, forget it's own magic on our lives. There are
    those of us with this power we try to control, end up finding ourselves laid bare
    before a beautiful field. Ah, to be a child once more."

    Harry did not quite understand what Dumbledore had meant by those words but sat
    there politely as the professors engaged in another conversation, confusion marring
    the other two's faces as well.

    Too early for him he excused himself from the table. The food was too heavy, and
    the atmosphere around him hit him quickly when he realised he was a child in the
    company of adults. He realised as he meandered aimlessly around the corridors and
    halls of the castle, that he couldn't quite get a read on the man who was Albus
    Dumbledore.

    That night he couldn't sleep. His thoughts kept whizzing around in his brain. He
    would keep glancing at his trunk at the foot of his bed, knowing that inside lay his
    new cloak.

    'I could go anywhere... do anything,' he pondered. It was as if he had been handed
    the keys to the castle of a golden plate. However, while he knew the twins would have
    been acolytes of Hermes, it was to Athena that his mind wandered.

    The halls were always so full, and in Hogwarts: A History, he had learned that
    there were secrets apparently held around every corner, and he felt a crawling over
    his skin at imagining what could be laying in store. It was as if there was an itch
    that he could not reach to scratch.

    For too long he had been denied knowledge. Knowledge of family. Knowledge of
    friends. Knowledge of what could have been... For so long he had wanted to know, and
    been rebuked time and time again.

    His mind was made up. He opened his trunk quietly, removing his cloak and placing
    it around his body, and left for parts unknown.

    There was a chill in the air, bouncing around the stone walls, ignorant to the
    smouldering remnants within burnt out sconces. His footsteps here were their own, as
    were his thoughts.

    He dwelled on what had become of his life now, with those people who now inhabited
    it. Who now became such integral parts of his being. He remembered the fun times he
    was having with the team, both on and off the pitch. He thought of the times he,
    Neville, and Fay had sat in companionable silence as they worked on essays, played
    wizarding games, and talked about inane things that meant both nothing and everything
    at once. He revived the times he had the professors in his corner, fighting to
    improve his knowledge of magic, and how slowly they brought a different him out to
    the forefront of his soul. So completely different from the Harry Potter that was
    made of brittle glass they had seen on September 1st.

    They were cultivating him. All of them. Slowly but surely he was becoming
    something brand new as he grew. Even the scars he was bearing from the sinister
    actions of Malfoy and Snape were shaping him into something different. They were
    making him stronger, building the muscle so as to defend his being.

    And Katie... She was the port in the storm he thought, touching every nook and
    cranny he came across. Looking behind every statue, moving every tapestry, and
    realising that it could take years to understand. He changed his direction toward the
    library, imagining with barely restrained eagerness, that he could get into the
    restricted section with no problems now.

    He kept his thoughts on these people as he travelled the dark calm of his home.
    The smell of the books infiltrated his nostrils as he imagined all he could learn
    about his new world. Absently bringing his head back to Katie, knowing that she would
    give him a look of consternation at his recklessness. He could feel his tiredness
    increasing, but he had to at least say to himself that he had fulfilled this minor
    quest.

    There was no way he was able to keep time for how long he stayed there for. It
    could have been minutes, or it could have been hours. Time had no meaning for his
    childish curiosity, a foreign feeling of selfishness encompassing him at his desire
    to embrace as much of magic as he could.

    His head swivelled sharply as he heard a bang in the distance after some time,
    knowing that he would be in trouble if he remained there as panic flooded him. His
    mind purged all rational thought as he wrapped the cloak around his body tightly as
    he fled.

    Unseen ghosts tickled his form, corridors blending into one until he hit a dead
    end. Unthinking, he ran into an opened room and closed the door behind him.

    He slid down the back of the door, panic and frustrated tears the only thing one
    could see on his face. 'Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!' he berated himself. 'What if you'd
    been caught? No more magic, no more friends. What were you thinking?'

    He shook his head, an attempt to calm himself down, and took stock of his
    surroundings.

    The room was bare, except for a single, large mirror next to the far wall.

    There was strange writing adorning the top of the frame. It looked like an
    ordinary mirror, but he couldn't quite work out what it was glaringly doing in such a
    place.

    He dropped the cloak, letting it pool around his feet as he moved one foot in
    front of the other, curiosity overtaking him.

    He knew he was small of frame. He was most certainly the smallest in his year. The
    glasses that rested on his nose were cheap looking. He knew he had to get his eyes
    sorted properly now that he access for some of his own funds. His mothers eyes stared
    back at him, the only thing about her that he had to himself.

    Harry wondered how his life would have developed if he had his parents in his
    there for him, loving and caring to give him a life he could only now imagine. Would
    he have ended up like Malfoy? Or would he have become the caring person that he
    adored in Katie?

    He took further steps forward, musing tiredly on the things he had dreamt for so
    long.

    The reflection did not just show him. There was someone else there. He shot his
    head around, seeing nothing in the room with him. He turned back desperately to see
    what was staring back at him, wonder filling him as he could not draw himself
    away.

    His next few nights would draw him back to that room, as he deliberately memorised
    the route to and from there back to the common room. He debated bringing the twins
    with him, but wanted to be selfish this once and take it for himself. If they noticed
    his distance in the days, they chose to ignore it. He knew they knew he was breaking
    curfew, they had implied as much, though he was unaware how they had discovered
    it.

    "Back again, Harry?"

    There was no way he could escape. His body froze, he became petrified. "S-sir?" he
    crooked. He was done for, he knew it. He was caught and he was in trouble and it was
    the Headmaster who was going to remove him.

    "I see that you, like others before you, have discovered the delights of the
    Mirror of Erised." His voice was calm. "Calm yourself young Harry, you are not in
    trouble this night. It thrills this old man to see you enjoy that which was once your
    father's."

    Harry looked at the cloak resting on his shoulders as he stood up to face the man.
    "This belonged to my dad?"

    Dumbledore chuckled at the question, "And he caused more mischief with it than I
    believe you could ever think about doing."

    "Sir, the mirror..."

    "Ah, you see it's magic can you not."

    Harry paused, thinking over his question. "Is it real?"

    Albus Dumbledore had many regrets in his life. Truly there were too many to count.
    Looking at the young boy who looked so despondent before him; he was once again
    wishing that things could have been different for him. "I show not your face but your
    heart's desire."

    Harry's face fell. "I knew it wasn't real, but I hoped... I wondered if it was the
    future. If I saw another me."

    "Tonight will be the last night you will see this mirror, Harry. Tomorrow it is to
    be moved to a new home, and I want you to promise me that you will not look for
    it."

    "I won't sir. I... I don't think I want to see it anymore." Dumbledore looked upon
    him kindly, but he could see the questioning gaze, but Harry was ashamed. He had
    become addicted to seeing what the mirror falsely reflected. He was becoming a
    different kind of weak, after he was getting so strong.

    He picked up his cloak, wrapping it around him. "Good night, Professor."

    When the door closed, Albus Dumbledore had the room to himself. He had seen
    glimpses of Harry through his mind, an unbidden inevitability during the eye contact
    they had made. He took one last look at the cursed mirror, where another smiling
    shape took form next to the one constant he had always seen.

    He wondered, then, if his mistakes would consume him, as his guilt ragged around
    him unseen. His silent tears would go forever unnoticed.
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    Though he had enjoyed the slight break that Christmas had brought to his life, he
    appreciated the return to the monotony that lessons brought back to his life. That,
    and the return of his friends into his life.

    He recognised that he missed them, and hoped that they had missed him in return.
    So when the carriages returned to the school gates, Harry was there, in front of that
    great portcullis, waiting for them to come back to him.

    The reunions they had weren't tearful, but the emotions that Harry felt as he
    absorbed the return of his kith unto his life.

    However, he had ultimately decided to keep the incident with the mirror a secret.
    What he had seen in his false reflection was not something he particularly wished to
    spread around. What had happened those nights were for him, and him alone. Though
    because of what he had seen, his nightmares had become worse than usual, and he felt
    more on edge than he usually was.

    He was happy though; having these people back in his life was a boon to his
    fragile psyche. He had spent so long in his early childhood being told he was
    abandoned for his worthlessness, and that part of him that was desperate for someone
    to need him as much as he needed them was always there in his mind.

    When Katie had hugged him tightly, he knew that he had at least one person that he
    just knew would help him. It may have been considered immature of him to place his
    trust in someone so heavily, but his fragility practically gave him no other
    option.

    "I take it you loved the present I got you," she giggled cheekily.

    Harry glanced around nervously, "Don't tell anyone, but..." His smile could have
    lit up the mountains. "It's the best thing I've ever had."

    The days after went by quickly. Oliver Wood demanded their 3 days a week training,
    and Harry had realised he had become lax about his intention to immerse himself in
    the wonders of magic. 'There is always more that could be done', he would think to
    himself.

    "Devil's Snare," Sprout exclaimed. "Nasty piece of work this one. Many a Witch or
    Wizard have fallen prey to its grip. Anyone here able to tell me how it is that one
    can handle," she pointed at the minuscule vine in the plant pot in front of her,
    "Such a violent, yet surprisingly common, vine?"

    She looked pointedly at in Neville's direction, knowing exactly that he would be
    the one to come to in order to answer her question. Of course, she could have gone to
    the ever-present raised hand belonging to Hermione Granger, but she liked to play
    fair with her students.

    "Sunlight," he didn't stutter; Herbology was his true element. "Or fire."

    "Excellent Mr Longbottom, take 5 points for Gryffindor."

    "Good one Nev," Fay whispered.

    He looked away modestly at the praise. Harry wasn't having any of it. "No, she's
    right Neville. Sprout always gives you more points for answering than anyone else,
    even Hermione."

    Harry was quite pleased with himself for being the first one to get Neville to
    smile that year.

    "Have you two noticed that Malfoy hasn't been doing anything... more horrible than
    usual lately," Harry murmured one evening atop the Astronomy Tower.

    Fay looked away from her sketch of the Olympus Mons, quill sideways in her mouth.
    She pointed the tip at her lip as she scrunched her face up in thought. "It is a bit
    strange isn't it?" She glanced out of the corner of her eye, a wary scan of the area.
    "In fact, most of the Snakes have been a bit quiet."

    Harry nodded, thinking hard at when the last time he had had a serious altercation
    with the House of cunning was. Besides the all too common sneers and general insults,
    he had no severe issue with any of them for a while now.

    He wasn't going to complain, far from it, as he took in the sniggering form of
    Draco Malfoy. If he was honest with himself, he had no issue with the boy when he
    first met him. He had come across slightly bigoted, but he had lived for 10 years
    with Vernon Dursley, and the man was not the paragon of virtue. It seemed as though
    Draco was the exception, not the rule for Slytherin House. While they were more
    secluded than the other Houses, which appeared to be more of a safety net.

    There had been a couple of Potions lessons where Harry had been partnered with a
    Slytherin girl – Tracey Davis – and he had got on with her quite well. She had been
    less subdued than her housemates. He did not dare to use the word 'bubbly', but
    definitely came close to it. He just assumed that Draco Malfoy was your
    stereotypical, rich-kid, bully.

    "He's picking on Neville a bit more though," Harry thought aloud.

    Fay winced at this. She herself was no stranger to the forked barbs from the boy,
    as it came pride of place by being friends with Harry Potter, but Neville's attacks
    were more personal in nature.

    "I can't stand the prat, Harry. He's a big bully."

    Harry sighed, scratching at his arm. The bruises had long since healed, but it was
    becoming a habit whenever one of his bane's became mentioned in conversation. "I hate
    bullies, Fay. I really do. I don't know if Draco is really a bad person or not. He
    hasn't tried to really hurt me."

    Fay shot round, a wild look as she glared at him. "Harry Potter," she hissed,
    "Don't defend him. Don't you dare."

    He looked down at his feet, silent as the grave. "Sorry," he mumbled. "I don't
    think everyone's all bad." The look on his face was one she couldn't quite place. It
    seemed like he wanted to say something to her, but was physically restraining himself
    from doing exactly that.

    She felt like she had just kicked a wounded puppy, the way he looked was almost
    heart-breaking. She sidled round to his side, a friendly grin on her face, and put
    him into a half hug. She knew that that would always cheer him up. "I'm sorry for
    that Harry, but you have to stop thinking like that. Look at me, I'm your friend
    aren't I?" He nodded. "So let me be your friend. Put that idiot out of your mind and
    put it towards something different. Like maybe helping me out with
    Transfiguration."

    Fay approved of his laugh. It was better than the discouraging episodes he was
    partial to falling in to.

    Harry wasn't sure of what to make of Professor Quirrell.

    Every time he walked into the man's classroom, he would develop a massive
    headache. It became so bad that he would have to visit Madam Pomfrey after each
    lesson for some kind of pain relief. She had become so concerned by the frequency of
    the visits that she had personally visited the professor to see if there could be an
    underlying reason.

    One night at the end of January, Dumbledore himself had come to Harry in the midst
    of breakfast, Katie looking on concernedly as to what the Headmaster himself had come
    to talk to him about.

    "Harry my boy, how are you doing this morning?"

    Harry squeezed Katie's hand before peering up to the genial looking man. "I'm
    doing fine thank you, Professor."

    "Ah, good, good. And to you Miss Bell? It's always heartening to see such
    affection between my students." He gained a wistful look on his face as if seeing
    something that no one else could.

    "Um, I'm doing okay Professor Dumbledore. If you don't mind me asking, why are you
    over here?"

    Harry nudged her side gently, concern on his face as Dumbledore laughed lightly.
    "Gryffindor always had the brave and foolhardy in I suppose." Katie blushed in slight
    embarrassment, realising she had been a little rude. "I'm just here to tell Mr Potter
    about my discussion with your Defence teacher." He sat down on the Ravenclaw table,
    facing over the other side of the Gryffindor one so they could all talk
    comfortably.

    "I spoke with Professor Quirrell last night, and he believes the issue may be to
    do with a connection between Dark Magic and your scar. Now, it isn't something he
    believes should be too much of an issue. He claims that in his travels, he has met
    with many different cultures of Wizard, and came to a logical conclusion that your
    scar is resonating with the Dark Magic of some of his item collection."

    Katie knew that Harry did not like to discuss his scar. She remembered one night
    in the common room where a boy in her year, Cormac McLaggen, started asking him
    questions about 'that night', to a quickly hushed room. Harry had sat there, blank
    face, as McLaggen got closer and closer to him, eventually downright demanding
    information. She still remembered the look of surprise he had after Angelina stormed
    over to him and left a red handprint on his face.

    It was a sore subject for Harry to deal with, and everyone knew it. It was one of
    the reasons why he had been so hard hit by the insults by the Slytherin's.

    "So what does that mean for me Professor?" asked Harry.

    "For now, we have come to the conclusion that it may be better for you to use that
    time for some extra, private study. This comes with trust though, Mr Potter, and is
    not to be abused. Not that I believe you would. I am aware of your high standards of
    course."

    Harry sighed in relief. He may have tried to hide it well from his friends, but
    the pain was beginning to become unbearable after the end of the holidays. "I promise
    I won't abuse it, Professor."

    Katie knew it was more than that. Harry was always struggling with the most basic
    of Martial Magic – the knockback jinx was more of a tickle than anything else
    apparently. So as Dumbledore walked off, whistling some tune, she just shook her
    head, knowing at least it would take a lot to bring him out of his now good mood.

    His good mood lasted throughout that whole day. So much so that when McGonagall
    saw him walk into her classroom, she jumped on it straight away. "Well, seems
    someone's in a lovely mood today Mr Potter."

    "Of course Professor, I am just ready and waiting for my favourite lesson to
    begin."

    This drew some surprised stares from those who knew him well; Harry never involved
    himself with banter. So this experience was something new to them all. Neville and
    Fay shared an identical look, with Fay taking the seat next to him. He had to help
    her improve on the subject after all.

    McGonagall, to her credit, didn't respond, just smiled internally at how her
    (secret) favourite student was acting. For him to behave in such a way brought warmth
    to her heart, for she could still remember quite clearly seeing the son of Lily and
    James shaking with fright at everything around him on his first day there.

    Ever since she had seen him left on his Aunt's doorstep, a time that still racked
    her with guilt 10 years later, she had wondered what kind of a boy would be taking
    his steps into the Wizarding World. He had... surprised her. He was smaller than what
    she was expecting and acted nothing like his parents. Yes, he had their look, but he
    didn't have their temperaments. He seemed to her to be... damaged. It was as if those
    (awful) muggles had beaten him down.

    She had seen many abused children come in and out of Hogwarts over her tenure at
    Hogwarts, and she could recognise the signs relatively accurately. That night after
    the sorting, she had gone apocalyptic at the Headmaster. He had simply sighed and
    poured the two of them a glass of Ogden's best. He had then proceeded to sombrely
    explain again the reasons why he had to remain at his relatives, though she noticed
    something during his monologue. The whole time his hand had been shaking.

    "Today, we will be going over the larger transformation of inanimate wood into
    inanimate metal." She summoned intricately carved Griffins over to her desk. "As you
    can all see, there is far more detail on the objects, and as an added difficulty,
    there are multiple wood types blended into it."

    Harry nodded, going over his notes he looked over what had been set for their
    homework, as it detailed exactly this issue. Of course, this is where things started
    getting trickier, yet it was only first-year material. He still remembered when
    McGonagall had shown her anger in class for the first time at Seamus for his lack of
    concentration; he had aimed incorrectly and turned his desk into a large rusted block
    of metal. It seemed as though the science of Transfiguration required the precision
    of timing and power that needed to be almost second nature for the one casting
    it.

    Minerva McGonagall was always proud of her lions, especially when they performed
    well in her class. Hermione Granger had by far the best grades she had consistently
    seen since Lily Evans, but it was Harry's skill in the art that always had her the
    proudest. It wasn't even an hour in, and he was staring at her expectantly, a shiny
    Griffin standing proud and tall before him.

    The good mood that had been started by Albus Dumbledore, noted by Minerva
    McGonagall, and nurtured and loved by his friends, was all washed away by simply
    being in the presence of Severus Snape.

    Before he came to Hogwarts, Harry had been thoroughly overjoyed at the concept of
    Potions. He had studied and studied and studied. He tried so hard to be able to get
    to a good enough standard that he would be competent enough to impress his
    teacher.

    One minute in Snape's class had smashed that initial joy into a million little
    pieces. He was vile and vicious. Yes, he was like that with all houses, and it wasn't
    just him that suffered due to the red and gold lining his robes, but there appeared
    to be some kind of vendetta against him personally. He had gone to McGonagall after
    that disastrous Halloween night at the behest – demand – of Katie, but she had done
    little to dissuade his thoughts on the matter.

    He was constantly turning in failed potions to be graded, and he couldn't just
    blame it on Neville's poor skill in it, as he was partnered with others
    sometimes.

    Just being in Snape's presence set him on edge, and even Tracey had taken umbrage
    at the behaviour exhibited by the Potions Master on more than one occasion towards
    the last Potter. He would constantly berate him, and not just on his potions
    capabilities, but also so his 'attitude' and 'lack of respect'. It also seemed, to
    him at least, that Snape actively encouraged the Slytherin's in his class to ridicule
    and attempt to humiliate him.

    Harry would get no answer from anyone he would ask about for the reasons behind
    such reprehensible behaviour toward his person. He knew that if he wasn't in class
    with his two best friends, and didn't have the Quidditch team to back to for support,
    then he would have remained that insignificant fragile boy, or worse even.

    "Please Potter, don't detract the pointless efforts of your house with your
    unyielding incompetence any more than you already are." His target just kept his head
    down, arms shaking as he cut up his ingredients, knowing that he was making a mess.
    "Tut, tut, tut. Such hopeless preparation for your potion, Potter. But then again,
    why would I even be surprised by such a sight." He just wouldn't stop. "Your father
    was much the same, boy."

    Glass shattered across the room, cutting deep into the ones who had been near any
    of the shelves where ingredients were stored. Snape smiled victoriously. "Detention,
    Potter."

    Harry always managed to get out of these detentions, but Snape appeared to get
    some sort of twisted pleasure at trying to make Harry's life as miserable as
    possible. It had almost stopped outside of lessons, most likely due to his constant
    companions, but it didn't stop him when he could get away with it.

    When Fay had escorted Harry to McGonagall's office later as a witness, they had
    left the woman with promises that the detention would be revoked and that he wasn't
    in any trouble, Fay spoke what had been dwelling in her mind. "I guess I was wrong,
    Harry. Snape's the real bully."

    Neville and Fay were sat together in the following History of Magic lesson,
    leaving the only empty seat in the classroom pairing together Harry Potter and
    Hermione Granger.

    Katie had explained to him that she was most likely jealous of how quickly he
    accomplished their spells in class, as well as the fact that he managed to keep up
    with her academically.

    "But Katie I don't understand. It's not like I'm trying to show her up or
    anything. I practice and practice and I just... get it. The spells. The charms and
    the transfigurations. It's like I understand what needs to be done."

    His friend just sighed as she tried to explain it to him. After being around him
    for so long, sometimes she forgot how clueless he could be about other people's
    reasoning's, even if he could read them like an open book.

    "Harry, she probably feels something inferior to you. She probably has something
    she wants to prove. Maybe she just wants to be the best, and you're good at magic and
    it just upsets her."

    His face had screwed up in indignation at this. "That's not my fault."

    "No, Harry, it isn't. Just take it with a pinch of salt. Try to be understanding.
    She doesn't dislike you, she's just jealous is all."

    Now he was sat next to her he tried to take a good look at her in an attempt to
    try and understand her.

    She had a wild, but untamed look about her, with overly large front teeth and
    frizzy unkempt hair, 'not like I could say anything about that'. She just looked...
    plain. But she was the only one other than him who managed to stay awake in this
    lesson. That showed a strong enough will to keep going, and he knew there was that
    incident with the troll back on that night. He also knew that she seemed to be as
    obsessed with magic as he was.

    "Why are you looking at me like that?" she whispered, staring intently at Binns as
    he droned on and on about some kind of Witch Trial. Really, it should have been
    fascinating, being taught this side of history by a ghost of all things. To his
    dismay, nothing could ever go his way.

    "Sorry," he whispered back, reverting back to his normal reserved self.

    That appeared to be that, as the lesson got underway, though Harry was having a
    slight issue in that it appeared one of the twins had replaced his actual quill with
    a sugar one. He sighed as he despondently began sucking on it.

    To say he was surprised when Hermione nudged him would be considered an
    understatement. He cocked his eye in question at the gesture. The quill was pressed
    firmly into his left hand as Harry was rooted there in shock.

    "You're welcome."

    Harry looked upon her with kind eyes, murmuring his gentle appreciation. Maybe she
    didn't really hate him as he had supposed. There was always a different side to the
    coin it seemed. She may have been a bit bossy, and incredibly aggravating. But he
    could see she was not as bad as some people may have thought.

    Hermione's friend, and the veritably annoying younger sibling of his friends Fred
    and George, Ron Weasley, was someone that Harry could not get along with.

    He was an affable boy, easy-going and loyal it seemed, but he was rife with
    negative traits. Harry tried to get on with him when he had to, mainly to appease the
    twins and to make an easy life for himself.

    It was for this reason that he tried to play nice with the boy when Professor
    Flitwick paired them together one Thursday during one of his study group
    sessions.

    Ron was good friends with Seamus and Dean, this Harry knew, but everyone knew that
    the action with the troll had endeared him (somehow) with Hermione Granger, and this
    was the only reason why the redhead was 'wasting' his free afternoon to do work.

    "Today, we will be practicing the varying degrees of the Lighting Charm. Now,
    older students, I expect you will have this down to a tee, so I would like you to
    focus on manipulating the varying degrees of luminosity, as well as attempting to
    create differing degrees of focus. Younger years, please try to accurately represent
    the light upon the wand to a standard light form. I don't want any students here sent
    to the hospital wing if that's okay with you."

    Professor Flitwick was an extremely likeable man, so much so in fact that even the
    most extreme Slytherin's had little to say in negativity about him. He was truly a
    'hands on' form of teacher, designed to bring out the best in his students. He knew
    how to interact with them on a personal level. He had greatly endeared himself to
    Harry early on, and Harry respected him enough to try to make these sessions as much
    as he could. Unfortunately neither Neville nor Fay would follow him, although he was
    happy to see both Alicia and Angelina on the other side of the room.

    "I don't get what the guy's saying," Ron grunted, far too close for Harry's
    comfort.

    Harry shifted his body as far away as he could, not liking many people in his
    personal space except those he trusted to be there. "Professor Flitwick's example was
    quite concise Ron."

    "You really aren't like what people thought you'd be Harry." The boy shook his
    head, serious dissatisfaction lining his face. "You're too much like Hermione it's
    annoying. I mean, you do Quidditch well but come on, there's no adventure. I looked
    for you ya know, on the night of the troll, but I had to go on my own."

    "You didn't have to go on your own Ron. There were teachers that you could have
    asked. Anyway," he tried to move the conversation back to their practice of the
    Lumos Charm, which he was attempting to improve the intensity of the light
    to a manageable level. "He wants us to try to create the Lumos charm at a
    position where we can cast it..."

    "That's another thing. You're like the best Seeker in Hogwarts, but instead of,
    like, being all Quidditch mad, it is as if you aren't all that interested. I mean,
    you don't even know anything about the Cannons!"

    Harry groaned, his vast patience helping him to keep a level head as he realised
    that this was going to be a long session. It also had the added misfortune of
    reminding him that he had practice straight after dinner.

    He put his head in his hand as he listened to Ron drone on about the Chudley
    Cannons, while he tried his best to get his picky wand core to play nice for
    once.

    When Neville Longbottom was got his Hogwarts letter, he had been unable to stop
    smiling for a week.

    He had fantasised about the moment he could go to be able to do magic since he was
    tiny; his grandmother had always feared he was a squib, so it was doubly amazing for
    him.

    When he met Hermione Granger on the train, she had been incredible assertive in
    her approach to him, and for a second he thought he was back home, before returning
    back to what was then the present. His imagined weakness towards the sensitivity of
    magic had blasted his confidence to smithereens in his short life, and the constant
    comparisons towards his father, Frank, had grated what little he had into a fine
    powder. So he followed Hermione's lead.

    Until Harry.

    Harry had not cared if he could do magic well or not. He had been polite and
    friendly, and instead of putting him down for his weaknesses, he instead tried his
    hardest to bring him up to his own level. Sure, that would take a lot of work, but
    Harry didn't choose to pull punches; he had treated him as if he was completely
    capable of performing magic without any issue.

    At first, Neville had been unsure what to think, but he began to see improvements.
    That was when he realised something. Harry wasn't pitying him like so many others,
    nor was he demanding that he could do better like Hermione, McGonagall, or his
    grandmother. He just treated him as Neville. He simply treated him as his friend.

    To Neville, this felt empowering, and it made him want to reciprocate that
    friendship. It didn't take long for Harry to start to open up to him; it wasn't with
    words, but with action and feeling that this was shown.

    Now, Neville was observant, a fact that would surprise many if they found out, and
    he had been around Harry long enough to see that there was something wrong with him.
    He wouldn't let people get close to him. He would flinch violently if they touched
    him, and his emotional responses to someone like Malfoy insult him personally was
    drastic and excessive. No, Neville knew that there was something wrong, but he was
    only 11 years old. He wasn't experienced enough in the world to understand what the
    issue could be, so instead, he did the one thing he could that he knew in his heart
    would be the right thing to do.

    He couldn't be like Katie, who at this point was practically Harry's shadow, and
    he couldn't have that free-flowing way that he had with Fred and George. So instead
    he was simply... there. He was there for him, and he knew that Harry knew that he was
    there for him. If that was all he could do to help then he would do it to the best of
    his ability.

    Harry had been there for him, whether he knew it or not, and as such, he would be
    there for his friend.

    "Hey Harry, Exploding Snap?"

    She had seen his scar when she got onto the boat behind him. She had not meant to
    stare at it, but every child knew who Harry Potter was, but it seemed like a fairy
    tale more than anything else. A wonder boy who destroyed the worst Dark Lord in
    living memory? And he was going to be in her year at Hogwarts? Pull the other
    one.

    But there he was, sitting in front of her. He looked tiny; she was small, she knew
    that, but he was even smaller than she was. And he seemed so frail. He had caught her
    staring at her scar, but it seemed the better option than the sight of pity she knew
    she was showing. This body she had seen in front of her... it appeared so
    unnatural.

    As the months went by, she saw that he was skilled at magic, extremely skilled,
    even if his wand was a bit screwy. She had seen his ability to quickly get charms,
    and don't even get her started on his incredible ability with transfiguration. That
    seemed a little too unfair for her tastes.

    But she saw how he dealt with the bullies: Snape and Malfoy.

    Her heartfelt like it was breaking every time she saw him cry, and this hidden
    part of her wanted to just hold him and not let go. Fortunately for her public image,
    Katie Bell got there first. However, she was more than surprised when his best friend
    came up to her. Even more so when Harry accepted her with (sort of) open arms.

    The complexity that was Harry Potter began to slowly unravel in front of her. She
    could tell there was something wrong, as could the rest of his circle of friends, but
    she felt like she could have done more to help. That she could do more to help. So
    she did. She became his friend, made everything natural, and in the process
    discovered the sweet, caring, noble soul that was someone she could easily say was
    her best friend. She knew that Harry would always see his friends as equals, never
    putting one higher than the other, because he was fair like that. Then again, she
    would muse, his interaction with Katie would always be different because she got to
    that point first. If Fay herself had been there, it would have been herself in
    Katie's shoes. Harry just had that natural charisma, which innate gravitas that
    couldn't help but make someone gravitate towards him. There were those that fought
    against it, such as his detractors, but when one got to just know him. It
    was like a brand new feeling.

    She wanted to be his friend, so she was. She wanted to care for him, so she did.
    And she could feel herself improving; it was not just academically, but also in her
    own self.

    Her friend was still an enigma and was still someone who was crying out for help.
    So she, and the rest of his friends would be there to answer the call when he needed
    them.

    "Come on Harry, you really need to eat before start the day."
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    7. The Forest
  

  
    Authors note: I do not own Harry Potter.

    So, I'm just going to put this here instead of at the bottom, but it needs
    to be said that this Harry begins the story as a damaged child. There will be ups and
    downs, but he will grow stronger for it. Now, Snape and Malfoy are just petty
    bullies, and I can see how Harry's passiveness could be seen as annoying. However,
    this is totally Harry-centric, and I cannot stand either Snape's or Malfoy's
    characters, but how they act with my version of Harry in the picture is something
    that could ruffle a few feathers. As I think I've mentioned before, my opinion is
    that I'm not going to intend to write a story where the main character has such a
    terrible outcome.

    But for a tl;dr point, if you are either a Snape of a Malfoy fan then this
    story won't be for you I'm afraid but it will not be shown for a while
    yet.

    But the way Harry's been acting will have less of a focus now that his
    weaknesses have been established, as well as everyone else's interactions with him.
    As of now, we will still be seeing Harry's emotions etc., but there will be greater
    plot development.

    "Hagrid, what is that?"

    He was down at Hagrid's hut on a cold February afternoon, attempting to munch on
    one of his rock hard rock cakes.

    "Oh tha'? Tha's just- just somethin' I'm trying ta hatch," the man waved off in an
    attempt to dismiss the conversation's route.

    "Hagrid... that is quite a large egg." Harry looked pointedly at the golden-brown
    egg boiling in his friend's hearth. He wanted to ask him point blank what mess Hagrid
    had gotten into here as he lamented not having someone like Fay or Katie, who were a
    bit more direct with their approaches that he was. "Hagrid..."

    "If I tell ya, ya cannot tell a soul Harry. Promise me." He looked ready to burst
    with apparent excitement.

    "I can't promise that Hagrid." Hagrid sighed at the response, but Harry was having
    none of it. If his friend was doing something dangerous then he could not in his
    right mind keep such information to only himself.

    "I look at ya now Harry, and I see a much more confiden' boy than when I had yer
    letter." He grinned at Harry's rosy cheeks. "Yer really comin' inta yer own Harry. I
    blame those Weasley twins."

    They shared a small grin, after which Harry quickly frowned. "Stop trying to
    distract me Hagrid, what's the egg?"

    "Ya know, yer jus' like Lily there."

    This stopped Harry in his tracks. All thoughts of what Hagrid was up to out of his
    head. "My mum?" he whispered.

    The booming laughter rang throughout the small hut as Hagrid wiped an eye,
    reminiscing on memories long since etched in his head. "Haha oh yeah definitely. Yer
    mum would be chasin' those boys around the castle, hair flamin' behind her. Tha' face
    ya jus' pulled. Tha' was all Lily righ' there. I'm tellin' ya, if she had found ou' I
    was hatchin' a dragon in me hut she would have done jus' like you too."

    "A dragon?! Hagrid! Why are you hatching a dragon? In a wooden hut?"

    "Oops. Maybe should 'ave kept me mouth shut there."

    "You need to get rid of it Hagrid. I don't know much about the law, but even I
    know that it's illegal to breed dragons. You'll get into so much trouble. It needs to
    go Hagrid!"

    The man picked up some books that had been removed from the library, showing all
    titles to do with rearing different breeds of dragons. "Look, I've go' all these
    different books. I've been properly studyin' how to raise one. I've always wanted a
    dragon Harry."

    Harry indeed knew of Hagrid's obsession with dangerous creatures, dragons
    especially, but this was completely ridiculous to him. How did he think he was going
    to get away with this? 'Was he planning on bringing in to the Great Hall a 20 foot
    long fire breathing dragon? Oh Hagrid, what are we going to do?'

    He felt sick, knowing what he had to do; Hagrid couldn't keep the dragon but he
    could not simply go up to someone and just blurt it out. He needed to be subtle about
    this. When he shortly after gave his short goodbye to the man, he could feel the
    butterflies trying to claw his way out of his stomach.

    His route took him directly to McGonagall's office in the hope that he could catch
    her there before dinner began shortly. He was dreading this conversation, wondering
    if Flitwick would have been a better approach to make, before slamming down on his
    convictions as he realised that no, McGonagall would be the best one to deal with in
    her position as Deputy Headmistress.

    He sat on a stone bench placed opposite the door to the room, having knocked
    already to no response. His thoughts roiled around his head. 'What kind of friend am
    I?' The dichotomy of opinion as to what should be the right thing to do ran rampant
    inside him.

    One side was completely loath to betray the kind, simple man who rescued him from
    a life of despair. Who had stood by his side as the confused and alone boy he once
    was ambled uncomprehendingly all over Diagon Alley, directing him to wherever he
    needed to go. The man who was always an unbiased and open ear, who had cheered the
    loudest when he took the pitch during his debut match as Gryffindor Seeker.

    The other part of him, the rational side, knew that he had to be hard to save his
    friend. He had to tell McGonagall so as to get Hagrid in the least amount of trouble
    as he could. He had seen the two of them be friendly with each other, and knew that
    his Transfiguration professor enjoyed positive relations with the Gamekeeper. His
    hope was that she liked both of them enough to be discreet about it so as to cause
    the least amount of pain.

    He was so deep in thought that he did not take notice of his target calling his
    name until she stood directly in front of him.

    "Mr Potter, I've been asking what the issue is for a good minute now. Is anything
    the matter?"

    He hesitated, 'It's now or never.' "Professor, I think I may have a problem."

    Minerva McGonagall was extremely proud of her student. This boy who sat in front
    of her, nibbling nervously on a biscuit as she mulled over what she had been told,
    was not the same child that had performed with such skill in his first act of
    transfiguration. That boy had been practically shaking like a leaf, jumping at every
    loud band or inconvenient shout. She supposed that his circle of friends had been the
    one to detract the negativity within his life. This act that he was performing now
    was a brave one.

    She knew how much Hagrid meant to him, and just be looking at him now, she could
    see evidence that that pessimistic, downtrodden side of him was still there, bubbling
    beneath the surface. 'Poor boy must be near drowning in guilt.' She frowned as she
    thought what best to do. The obvious decision would be to go to Dumbledore, but first
    she had one of her old lions to write to. Hopefully he wouldn't be too adverse as to
    gaining another dragon to look after.

    "I'm very proud of you today Mr Potter. It takes a lot of courage to stand up to
    one of your friends. I know that this may not be what you wish to hear, but what
    happens here is truly for the best. You have completely done the correct thing in
    bringing this to my attention, and have a plan in mind to assist our wayward
    groundskeeper." She smiled at the look of relief on her lion. "Take 30 points for
    Gryffindor. I truly am proud of you Harry."

    The following morning, Harry was enjoying his breakfast; Katie had decided to
    throw pancakes onto his plate, and he was enjoying the sweet taste of American style
    pancakes covered in maple syrup and butter. Usually he would never touch something
    so... garish to his palette, but the older girls had deemed his bad mood unnaturally
    infectious and wished to alter it to something far more bearable. This was plied out
    with a large helping of sugar it seemed.

    When Hedwig landed to deliver a message from Flitwick inviting him to one of their
    tea sessions with an offer for his friends to join them, Neville and Fay agreed to
    accompany him. He lost his appetite almost immediately, deigning instead to play
    around with his food, fork lazily smoothing out the butter/syrup mix into some kind
    of unholy soup.

    His foul mood carried on throughout the day, and it was only when he was sat
    around a familiar table with his two friends next to him that he managed his first
    smile since opening the letter. He had looked up to nod towards his favourite
    professor, and in doing so spotted the maudlin form of Rubeus Hagrid moping in his
    seat at the staff table.

    His friends had supported his decision to inform the staff of the 'incredible
    stupidity' as Angelina had described it. It seemed as though his instincts of the
    legality of dragon breeding being highly regulated was actually underestimated, and
    could have had more serious measures acted on if the wrong person had discovered it
    before Harry had.

    Flitwick, it seemed, was of the same mind. "Harry my boy, you haven't done
    anything wrong, and Hagrid knows this. He isn't upset with you. It appeared to have
    hatched last night and he has... taken to the little thing." He shook his head in
    exasperation. "What was that man thinking? A dragon in a school, he's incredibly
    lucky that it was only a singed beard he got, and not a charred first year."

    Fay nudged his side, a knowing smile as she spoke her reassurances that he was not
    in fact a bad person for telling on his friend.

    "Miss Dunbar is correct Harry. In fact, when Professor Sprout heard of what you
    had done, she remarked that such a thing was 'Very Hufflepuff of you'." His squeaky
    laughter began to lift Harry's spirits. "Of course, seeing your dedication to your
    studies, I do believe that the Hat should have placed you in my own house. Such a
    shame really."

    His grin belied his words, and Harry's normal giggling laugh broke through. "The
    hat had said that I would have been a good fit for all houses, but decided to put me
    in Gryffindor."

    "Even Slytherin?" Neville asked.

    He nodded in agreement. "I don't think that I would have liked it much there
    though."

    Flitwick wondered to himself how true that statement would have been. The snakes
    would have eaten him alive in that house. The stronger ones would have been able to
    manipulate the boy into their own mould. Hufflepuff or Gryffindor would have been the
    optimal houses he pondered silently as the three others broke into conversation,
    smiles all round. Though, Hufflepuff would have drowned him as an individual.
    'Gryffindor has given him the ability to become an individual. He has such loyal
    friends, but in Gryffindor he has developed. He no longer is the wide-eyed lad who
    was shaking in his boots on his first day'.

    The small man took a sip of his tea, enjoying the possibility he had to see such a
    mind as Harry's come slowly into its own in front of his eyes. 'Lily, you would be
    proud of the man your son is becoming.'
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    "Detention Potter!"

    Harry had no idea what had happened. But at that moment Draco Malfoy was laid out
    on the floor of the Potions classroom, and Harry was standing above him, red in the
    face as he felt such an unpleasant burning sensation flow from his head to his
    heart.

    At first he thought that his admittedly terrible potion had flown over him, or
    that Malfoy had hexed him. As his mind quickly caught up to his actions, he realised
    that what he was actually feeling, was anger. And he did not like it one bit.

    The lesson had begun like every other one in Snape's classroom. He was berated and
    put down. His potion making skill was brought into question, and not for the first
    time he wondered how such a vile man could be put in front of a room full of young
    minds and allow it to be considered acceptable how he treated ¾'s of them.

    Malfoy had been pestering him since they had been waiting in the dungeon corridor.
    First he had been trying to get under Fay's skin, but there was no originality in
    what he was saying, so Fay had simply given him a withering look, as if he meant less
    to her than the dirt beneath her feet.

    Then he had changed tactic, going after Neville. The poor boy, however, was always
    in a jittery mood whenever Snape and Potions were involved, so he was so far deep in
    his own mind that no insult got through to him.

    When Malfoy began to get redder and redder, shaking with barely restrained anger
    at how his petty attempts to get a rise out of him and his friends were failing, it
    brought a sense of satisfaction to Harry. He had used this strategy on the Dursley's
    before, when he read the advice to ignore a bully just made them angrier as they had
    no justification to continue their assaults. He had forgotten back then of the wrath
    of Vernon Dursley, and of his ignorant stupidity. Yet here it showed on the face of a
    spoiled brat of a boy; it showed Harry that he was simply another person, just like
    him.

    He had forgotten that Draco Malfoy had access to magic. He had taken his wand out,
    and began making hissed threats that only he could hear. He would have ignored them
    if not for one reason: Severus Snape. The man would let his Snakes get away with
    murder, especially if it meant that Harry got to suffer for it.

    The pressure began to build, and the sensitivity he had been feeling, an ever
    growing one centred in his scar these past few days, flooded his system, and a burst
    of magic erupted from him directly into the source of his current troubles.

    He did not know exactly what it was he had done, but Malfoy was unconscious on the
    floor, and he had never seen Snape so angry.

    He ran. He grabbed his things and ran away even as he saw Malfoy grinning at him,
    eyes closed. It was one of victory.

    'They planned this! He planned this!'

    He threw all of his suspicions at McGonagall and Flitwick. "We believe you Mr
    Potter, but we cannot very well prove it."

    He had been played. His schoolyard bully had been relatively quiet, and now he
    knew why. Briefly he wondered if Snape had been involved. Were all of the Snakes? He
    did not know, and he found that he did not care. He received sympathies from his
    circle, but all he could do was kick himself.

    Of course, when Malfoy was found upside down, covered in feathers and bright neon
    pink paint, the words, 'Daddy's Boy' plastered on the wall he was stuck to. He only
    had to look to the twins with an amused look to know that this was all their
    doing.

    And Snape had finally got his wish. He managed to assign detention to Harry Potter
    for the first time, and have it stick.

    Saturday night was going to be fun it seemed, but first he had to win the
    Quidditch match. 'If Gryffindor win the cup, I'm sure that their faces would be a
    sight to see.'
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    When Harry stood out on the Quidditch pitch the next day, the others found his
    determination and new and refreshing part of him that they hadn't seen before. They
    had witnessed his aptitude towards magic, and how he would focus his whole being into
    the application towards it. But this was definitely something that they had not
    expected.

    When Wood gave his pre match pep talk, Harry had sat there all ears, a look that
    shouted of something he had to prove. Katie had marvelled at where that frightened
    young cub had gone, barely realising that he had changed before her very eyes. Of
    course, she would take some pride in this, feeling that it was partially due to her
    nurturing him into becoming a much tougher person.

    As he kicked off the ground, a friendly smirk at the opposing Seeker, those who
    knew him best too admired his improvements. There was a confidence he had which
    usually lay just under the skin, which came full force when he danced through the
    sky.

    Harry knew that the night was to be awful; though he was to partake in his
    detention under Hagrid's watchful gaze, he wanted to have the night start on a high.
    He was going to win this match.

    Part of him enjoyed the flying. It was a second nature to him, and it was devoid
    of any of the concerns that were involved in the world below him. Another part felt
    as though he could help so many people, because no matter the development he had in
    life, he was still so afraid of people's judgement. He craved the affection that was
    afforded to him by those he cared about, and at no point did he want to disappoint
    him.

    In the air... he was special, and he knew it.

    It wasn't arrogance, but a quiet, healthy confidence that had him flying circles
    around the Hufflepuff Seeker: Cedric Diggory. The other boy was a good flyer, that
    was easily seen, but Harry was far, far better.

    The Nimbus felt like an extension of his body. He would make the most minor of
    adjustments and the broom would follow his intent. His head was turning in calculated
    micro movements separate from the rest of his body. Gold fluttered there, out of the
    corner of his eye. 10 minutes in, and the Snitch had finally been spotted.

    He drifted towards the general direction; Diggory was smart as he kept Harry in
    his sight, always elevated higher than him so as to have a greater potential for
    movement if either spotted the winning prize.

    Harry looped a small circle around an opposing beater. The act was so glaring that
    it drew Diggory toward him, believing that he had spotted the snitch. It was enough
    of a distraction that Harry blasted past by him speeding the other way. Within
    several seconds, Gryffindor had won the game 310-50.

    The elation that came with the victory was a rush that Harry couldn't put his
    finger on.

    "Well done Potter, good game." He shook the opposing Seeker's hand, matching grins
    at the match that both had appreciated. "Next time though, you better watch out," he
    said genially.

    "We'll see Diggory," Harry responded playfully. He was going to relish this moment
    as the last of his truly innocent days at Hogwarts. For that night he was to endure
    what the real world could painfully offer.
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    Filch escorted him to Hagrid's hut for 10 o'clock in the evening, a time when
    Harry was desperately wishing that he could be curled up in bed asleep instead of
    traipsing off to his unwarranted punishment.

    "Here he is Hagrid. No matter how much I plead, they won't let me string the
    students up. They won't be committing any more acts like his after that now would
    they?"

    The nasally laugh came out more like a wheeze, and it caused Harry's body to
    shudder in slight disgust. Though he did pity Filch in some ways, he could partially
    understand why the Weasley twins were always trying to make his life a near misery.
    Almost.

    "Yeah, yeah Filch, I'll take it from here. You've done yer bit." The man nodded at
    Hagrid and turned around to walk back up to the castle. It looked so different under
    the starlight, and the moon's beams were striking the walls with such a pale light
    that he couldn't help but stare and reflect on its beauty.

    "Now Harry," they hadn't spoken properly since the dragon incident, and while he
    sounded hurt, it didn't appear to be because of the dragon.

    'I have been avoiding him.' Harry felt a wave of sadness at how he'd been treating
    his first ever friend. 'I'll visit him tomorrow.'

    "First off, yer flyin' was brilliant today, well done." Harry duplicated the smile
    sent his way. "Ya jus' like yer dad on a broom. Better I think. Not even 12 years old
    and flyin' better than some o' tha' pros I reckon." He shook his head, as if to clear
    away the thoughts that were building in his head.

    "So, we've go' a bit of a problem in the forest."

    "What kind of a problem Hagrid?"

    "See, summin's been killin' the unicorns. Now they're quick blighters, so
    whatever's been doin' it has gotta be fast too. Me an' Fang 'eard the cries of one
    earlier, so it's our job ta find it, and put it out of its misery."

    He felt sick at hearing this. He knew about Unicorn tail hair being used as wand
    cores, but it was something else to hear the differences between that, and the
    concept of it being a physical thing to be harmed.

    "Tha' means, we gotta go inta the forest ta find it."

    "Wait, Hagrid, the Forbidden Forest? Isn't it, well, Forbidden?" he asked
    incredulously.

    "Well, ya'll have me an' Fang with ya, so it shouldn' be too much of a problem.
    Jus' stay by my side Harry an' we'll have ya in an' out in no time."

    His first steps into said Forbidden Forest weren't as bad as he originally
    anticipated. The trees grew thick together, and there was a sense of foreboding
    coming from deep in the inky blackness that permeated his surroundings, but with his
    wand shining brightly, and Hagrid by his side, it didn't seem all too bad.

    He was happily amazed when he met the Centaur's for the first time, marvelling
    with blatant wonder at such things existing just beyond the school's borders. He
    followed Hagrid further into the forest, bursting with questions about the denizens
    of the forest, which was refused by Hagrid to answer. "Can' tell ya Harry. It's a
    dangerous place, and we won' be stayin' here too long. The blood's getting' thicker.
    It's nearby."

    He could feel the bile rising in his throat. There was something innately
    beautiful about Unicorns that he couldn't quite put his finger on. It seemed to be
    deeply ingrained in most cultures that they was incredible creatures that deserved
    respect and adoration. Hagrid offhandedly mentioned the innocence of the Unicorn's as
    they were travelling, and he had to agree with him. When he spotted the downed
    creature, pitifully whinnying in its final death throes, he released the contents of
    his stomach.

    Then the pain hit him like a bolt of lightning.

    His scar erupted as a vicious, inhuman scream came from the hooded thing
    in front of him. His wand vibrated in his hand as he shouted out the incantation for
    a large burst of light: "Lumos Maxima!"

    The thing in front of him screeched even louder, and the pain kept growing and
    growing, reaching a crescendo of agony even he had never experienced. He thought his
    brain was going to melt out of his ears as he collapsed to the ground, twitching
    slightly as he fought through the haze flooding him entirely.

    And as soon as it had come it was gone. He lay there sweating, breathing hard into
    the air as he watched the branches above him conduct an invisible orchestra. He felt
    large arms lift him up gently, resting him carefully over something soft and warm. He
    could hear muffled voices as he felt his body shift. Through bleary eyes he could see
    a centaur both above and below him as he realised that he was upon the back of one of
    the beings.

    He tried to smile reassuringly at where he imagined he could see Hagrid. Before
    too long his exhaustion caught up with him, and he embraced the sweet silence of
    unconsciousness.
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    that. I'll try to make it as good as possible so that you can all enjoy it as much as
    possible.

    Also, it's great to hear how you enjoy this story, and I remembered from
    my old stories how much pleasure I got from reviewers contemplating how the story
    will go.

    All I'm going to say is that there will be twists and turns from midway in
    the story. One of the reasons I want to get there as soon as possible.

    Oh, and the rating is M for a reason. I haven't just put it there for a
    safety net. The story will end up getting quite... well I won't ruin it.

  


  
    8. Idle Days
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    The girls had arrived in the hospital wing early the next morning, worrying when
    Katie had noticed that Harry wasn't in the common room for them to perform their
    regular morning ritual. So Katie had gone to the Great Hall alone, the thought of her
    wayward friend at the forefront of her mind. Usually, she would be enjoying the food
    options in front of her, but she acted the complete opposite to her normal self as
    she picked at the cereal looking back up at her.

    When Professor Dumbledore himself had taken her aside, she knew that something
    dreadful had happened.

    "Please Miss Bell, try not to be too alarmed."

    Her breathing had become ragged as she assented to an escort to the hospital wing,
    McGonagall having alerted the other two chasers and Fay Dunbar to the predicament. "I
    could not stop them if I tried Albus," she said with no small amusement, barely
    restraining a wry grin at the situation. "James would be cheering right now I do
    believe."

    The Headmaster chuckled dryly, as he concurred with her statement. Their pace was
    forced to speed up as Katie's legs began to move at a much quicker pace. When they
    finally reached the double doors at their destination, it seemed to the others that
    Katie had apparated directly to the bed of the young Potter.

    The others stood worryingly around his bed, while Katie had sat on the edge of the
    bed, careful not to sit on his person, much to the consternation of Madam Pomfrey,
    and the humour of the present teachers.

    Harry seemed confused by what was transpiring around him, but took heart in seeing
    his friends as he was coming back into the waking world. "What happened?"

    "What's the last thing you remember my boy?"

    He looked at Dumbledore, reassured by the warm hand enclosed around his own, while
    another gently caressed his forehead, fingers tenderly running down his lightning
    bolt scar; the act soothed him slightly.

    "The Unicorn. There was a-a-a thing standing over it." He started to panic,
    remembering the feeling at once, as the dread returned like a bullet blasting him
    back onto his pillow. His sweat pooled about him, as the others cried out in
    worry.

    "Harry my boy, take your time. There is no need to rush," Dumbledore appeared calm
    and collected, but McGonagall recognised when her old friend was putting on an
    act.

    "What about Hagrid, and Fang?"

    Dumbledore smiled, "They are both doing well, your spell combined with their own
    defences managed to delay the creature for long enough for Firenze to appear and
    drive it off." There was something there that Harry could not quite place. There was
    more to the story.

    "Firenze, sir?"

    "Ah, a centaur of the forest. He was most concerned with your welfare."

    Harry paused for a minute as he tried to recall the whole event, but could only
    come up with flashes of pain and darkness. "Can... can you thank him for me? For
    saving us?"

    "I will of course my boy, but first we should let you rest. Miss Bell, I do
    believe that second-year Gryffindors have Charms this afternoon, so I believe it
    would be remiss of me to vacate you before then." Harry and Katie looked thankfully
    at the Professor. "Though the rest of you may visit later, for now I believe we
    should let Mr Potter rest."

    The others stayed by for a few minutes, expressing their thanks that their friend
    was still in one piece; Fay seemed to be on the verge of tears.

    The rest of his friends appeared intermittently throughout the day, but it was
    Katie who was the constant, until Neville and Fay became free, and the four of them
    enjoyed their dinner together among the white stale walls of the hospital wing.

    Pomfrey refrained from letting her patient out of her care for the next 2 days,
    deeming what had occurred to be too much of a detriment to risk a student's health.
    In that time the Potter had severely endeared himself to her. Unlike most patients,
    he showed no signs of impatience and impertinence that came with the
    self-righteousness of students who refused to waste any time in a hospital bed.
    Instead, she found a polite young man who seemed to be very interested in the
    concepts of what makes a Healer.

    So it was with some a heavy heart she bid adieu to Harry Potter. "Mr Potter, I
    will not say that I hope to see you soon, as that may be too morbid. However I will
    state that it has been a pleasure."

    Harry left her in better spirits than he had entered with; having such good
    company appeared to offset any serious negativity his head could come up with. Though
    his train of thought remained on the dark figure that haunted his dreams and waking
    thoughts. 'What was that thing? I've never felt such... darkness... Such hate from
    anything.' He shuddered at the image that preoccupied his mind, and as he traversed
    the corridor, knowing that there was a shortcut if he circled around to the back of
    the sixth floor, he would end up closer to the portrait of the Fat Lady.

    His foot had reached the eighth step up when he turned around at the sound of a
    braying laugh. Two Slytherin's that he didn't recognised stood guard at behind him.
    His heartbeat quickened, and his breathing became halting as fear crept up his spine,
    imaginary icicles digging into his back.

    "You really should have taken my hand Potter." At the top of the stairs, flanked
    by his continuous shadows of Crabbe and Goyle, was Draco Malfoy, positioning himself
    as if he was king of the world. "But no, you had to spit on my offer of friendship,
    and take up with squibs and blood traitors." If he were a lesser man, it would have
    seemed he would have spat in distaste, but he was ever the image of an attempted
    regal posture.

    "Such a fool Potter. A coward like you destroy the Dark Lord himself." He was
    shaking his head in noticeable disbelief, "No, there is a lie there if I've ever head
    one." His teeth became bared like a grinning shark, "And soon the whole school will
    know how much of a liar and a coward you are."

    The five boys surrounding him pulled out their wands, as one raising them at his
    trembling body.

    "Why are you so cruel?" The silence was so substantial that the whisper echoed off
    the walls trapping them inside. Unwanted tears threatened to spill, but Harry refused
    to let this petty child get his way. "Why are you always so horrible to me? What have
    I done to deserve this?"

    "Because you said no."

    He could have burst out into hysterics. 'Because I told him no? Is that it? I
    didn't tell him he was wrong, or refuse to accept him. Is he so used to getting his
    own way that just because I was put into a different house, and that I'm nothing like
    him, that he has to be this way?'

    Thinking quickly on it, as words were uttered before he could even pull out his
    wand, he noted that it was not just Malfoy that appeared to think this way. 'They all
    seem so... entitled. Malfoy, Ron, Hermione, so many others. Why? I just want to be
    me!'

    He could feel the magic building in him, attempting to blast its way out, but
    shots of red light hit the two gorillas above him, stopping the other three in their
    tracks.

    Cedric Diggory stood victoriously, wand raised at the attackers, two sixth year
    prefects rounding the corner behind him, fury developing quickly on their features as
    they took in the scene.

    "This is not over Potter."

    When Diggory clapped him on the shoulder, Harry profusely thanked him for saving
    him, knowing that even if he tried to defend himself with the limited knowledge he
    had on battle magic, his wand would never have been able to release the spells in
    time.

    "Think nothing of it Harry. Bullies like that, ganging up on one person, are a
    pain for everyone, and you don't deserve that. They need to be stopped before they
    hurt anyone."

    The next day, Harry laughed along for the first time, as the Weasley twins'
    over-the-top revenge prank humiliated five Slytherin boys in front of half the
    school. Hopefully it signalled a return to some sort of normality.
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    "Boys and girls. This year will be our year. Though we lost out the last...
    several times at the cup, I know that we will be victorious this time!"

    George rolled his eyes, bumping Harry's shoulder with his own, causing a slight
    giggle to come out of the boy's mouth. "Oliver, it's not even match day, we're only
    training. It isn't like Ravenclaw are gonna walk over here and play right this
    second."

    "It's not the point Weasley!"

    Said twin jumped to muggle attention, hand flying to his forehead in a crisp,
    well-practised salute. "Yes sir, Captain Wood, Sir!"

    "On our honour as the dashing Beater duo!"

    "For the glory of the game!"

    "For Gryffindor!"

    "Nice one brother!"

    "Of course brother!"

    "Would the two of you knock it off for 5 seconds?!" Angelina had apparently had
    enough of the dynamic duo; Harry tried to hide his chuckles behind a fake cough, and
    gave a shy, withdrawn look towards the team Captain.

    Wood sighed at his team. He knew that he was a good Keeper; being referred to as
    the best one in the school with no hints of sarcasm was enough to make him realise
    that. Fred and George were great Beaters because of how well they worked together.
    That duality was what set them apart from the other three sets: their unwavering
    trust in each other. Individually they were average in skill, but that teamwork they
    shared was definitely beyond any of the other houses.

    The same went with their Chaser's. Give them a couple more years and they would be
    better than the Slytherin teams, who everyone agreed had the best skill out of all of
    them. But it would have to be enough against the Ravenclaw team, who's Chasers were
    of equal skill to Angelina, Alicia, and Katie.

    Harry Potter was a diamond in the rough.

    There were no Seeker's that he'd ever seen who moved like he did on a broom, not
    even Charlie Weasley had such raw potential in Quidditch. With such limited knowledge
    of the game, and barely any training that a Seeker should have participated in by
    this point, he absolutely dominated the last two games. So much so that the rest of
    the team had been practically pointless to even take the field. This is where
    strategy came into play. Sure, the house points that had been won for each point
    gained were a great positive, but there were barely any points made to make up the
    season. If they wanted to win the cup...

    "Harry, we need to beat Ravenclaw by 130 points if we want to win this year. You
    have to wait for us to be that far up, unless there is no victory. I'll have you
    working with on the fly tactics to distract their Seeker. There's rumours of team
    scouts coming to this game, so I want to see a perfect game.

    "I believe in all of you, and I know that you'll make me proud."

    While Harry was highly aware of the looming last Quidditch match of the school
    season, the professors were heaping homework on all students as the end of year exams
    were coming closer and closer. They were just as ruthless in the lessons
    themselves.

    It was getting to the point where the social dynamics of Harry's friendship group
    went onto a temporary hiatus as all of them diverged their attentions to their
    studies. It was getting to the point where their only interactions were at breakfast,
    lunch, and dinner. Although if they had to find some sort of relief, it was that
    their detractors in the House of green and silver were also being forced to focus on
    their educational merits and therefore had no time to disrupt their lives.

    It also seemed as though someone had had a quiet word with Severus Snape; if looks
    could kill then Harry believed he would be dead a thousand times over, and he was
    still getting victimised in Potions, no matter how much he complained to his head of
    house. Yet, the pressure was building so much for his complete need to prove himself
    as competent in magic that all other things would end up taking a back seat.

    Fay and Neville both admired his drive, preferring this side to their best friend
    as opposed to the one who would sit there, depression heavy in the air as he hit dark
    moments. They would be there to help when they could, but to see him focus his
    efforts to get himself out of the pit he sometimes dwells in is so much more
    rewarding to them than when they help him out of it.

    His stubborn effort was matching in intensity by some of the Ravens of the school,
    as well as their own resident bookworm. Yet the two of the would follow him through
    on this, and that was why they were spending a nice sunny Saturday afternoon
    researching one of the many skirmishes between Witch and Witchfinder instead of
    lazing by the lake.

    Fay had practically given up as she rested her head on a heavy tome in front of
    her. "If I have to read about one more witch burning, I'm going to be setting my own
    fire," she grumbled.

    Harry laughed lightly along with a tittering Neville. "It's alright Fay, just
    another couple more weeks, and that'll be it for the summer."

    Neville just snorted. "Yeah, but will that stop you from studying."

    "I really like transfiguration. I cannot help it being so interesting Nev."

    Once again the boy wondered when the reserved Harry had changed so much. "You
    think we'll do okay?"

    "Even if we fail everything, it isn't like they're going to kick us out," said
    Fay. "Just look at Crabbe and Goyle, even Ron. Those three are probably the worst in
    the year and they'll all be back next year, guaranteed."

    "We can still aim to do as well as we should."

    "Harry, I think it's only you and Granger that want to be at the top here. The
    rest of us just want it over and done with."

    Harry's reddening cheeks did not really give her the answer that she wanted. There
    was something more to it than pride here, but she couldn't work it out.

    She would have to wait to try and discover what her thoughts would lead her to, as
    the exams hit them all with all of the subtlety of a stampeding rhino.

    Their History exam, all students secretly wondering exactly how a ghost actually
    marks their work, was indeed as soul crushing as Fay had anticipated, although she
    had to nod her head at Harry's work ethic spilling over her way.

    "That was more than boring guys," she grunted. Her two boys nodded their heads
    dutifully; just noting down the information required for the exam had been a bit much
    even for Harry to focus on.

    Their Astronomy exam was incredibly simple for those who had being paying
    attention to the basic material of their own Solar System, and thanks to Neville's
    diligence and passion, they knew that they had all done extremely well on Sprout's
    Herbology exam.

    "Really Nev, you're more than a gardener you know," Harry had jibed good
    naturedly. "You say me and a broom can't be separated; I should be saying that about
    you and a trowel."

    Unfortunately their Potions exam was a near travesty. Fay was always treated less
    harsh that Neville and Harry were by Snape, but even she felt the dimmed atmosphere
    in the dungeons as they hunched over a bubbling cauldron trying to make at least a
    passing standard for Snape to mark. Of course, like everything in the dungeon, it
    never went Harry's way, and his frustration spilled over to the horrible mood he was
    in that dinner time. It had to take the combined soothing from both Katie and Fay to
    bring him out of his self-depreciating funk as they reminded him that Snape was just
    a big bully, and that he was "Harry Potter – Wizard Extraordinaire!" which had him
    giggling uncontrollably at the circus master performance they put on.

    "Come on you two. That's something I'd expect from Fred and George! Not you!"

    Defence was a complete wash for Harry. He knew he would barely scrape an
    acceptable, but the struggles he had with the class carried over to the examination.
    Having Quirrell standing, observing their examination just would not stop putting him
    off performing his best. It didn't help that the practical side of it required faster
    spellwork than what his wand could pull off. There was also the severe issue of his
    general distaste for fighting, which he knew was a major issue if his own history as
    a child indicated. He knew what had been out there, referencing the action in the
    forest for example, but he just wanted to stay away from all that... darkness.

    Naturally, when it came time for him to deal with his specialty subjects – charms
    and transfiguration – there was no stopping him. He found Charms greatly interesting,
    and knew that he was placed among the top of the first years, but it was always going
    to be Transfiguration where he excelled. If the proud smile on Minerva McGonagall was
    of any indication, then he had performed spectacularly.
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    With the exams out the way, thankfully, Harry could focus on the next experience:
    the last match to be played.

    Oliver had tried to run them into the ground with their training and would have
    been worse if not for the wrath of McGonagall who claimed that they still needed to
    revise for their exams at the time.

    "I understand you want to win the cup Mr Wood, goodness knows I've had enough of
    it being in Severus Snape's clutches, but your futures come first. Especially yours!
    Do you or do you not have your O.W.L's to partake in?"

    That had been then, and the exam season was now over.

    There had been ever present tales of team scouts attending that run all over the
    Hogwarts rumour mill. Harry didn't seem to see this as all that unusual, bringing his
    queries up to Fay one night at dinner.

    "Harry," she started, "Most people have to try out for professional teams. The way
    the British teams work is by process of elimination. Most of the big ones look for
    money unfortunately. One of the reasons why the English team is just absolute crap;
    most of the players buy their way in. So for them to send scouts this way... it can
    only really mean one thing."

    "Which is?"

    "They're looking at you."

    "I don't understand."

    She sighed, luckily Katie and Angelina had turned up, catching the last snippets
    of their conversation, so that they could take over.

    "Harry, I don't think you fully realise how skilled you are on a broom."

    "I get that I win Angie, but I'm only a first year. I'm not that good."

    "Get that attitude away from you Harry," Katie sighed. "Fay's right in the sense
    that most players buy their way in. It's also a coincidence that the English team is
    full of pure-blooded ex-Slytherins too, but the manager's, at least some of them,
    must have some pride. If rumours of your skill got to them, that's going to be why
    they're over here."

    It was a shock to say the least. The bubble that he would keep himself in made him
    forget sometimes that his world wasn't restricted to the set individuals who took the
    most import in his existence. The fact that there was a greater community that had
    his as a set example was something he never could comprehend with the whole
    boy-who-lived deal. Now he was being told that people had put him on a pedestal for
    his own accomplishments. Or at least they were trying to.

    "What should I do?"

    Katie furrowed her brow, an action mirrored by the other two girls. "They probably
    won't do anything yet. But they'll definitely be on the lookout. It's probably why
    Wood's getting so skittish with this final game. They may be here to spot you, but if
    someone else manages to get into their sights..."

    The unfinished point made sense to him; Wood wanted desperately to go
    professional.

    "Well then, we will all just have to win then," he beamed at them.

    Harry could feel the tension emanating from the whole team as they waited for the
    doors to open to take them onto the pitch. The pre match speech felt hollow as Wood
    attempted to get everyone pumped up and raring to go. But each one of them had their
    own pregame ritual that they needed to undertake.

    The last two games, while nerve-wracking for him, meant far less to him. Then,
    Harry tried to enjoy the game for what it was, and it felt at the time as though time
    sped forward at such a speed that he did not recognise that there was anything to
    feel anxious about. He was to go onto the pitch to the tunes of the people
    he cared about, and try to make them proud of him so that they wouldn't throw him
    away. This was bigger than that, for he knew that the disappointment on their faces
    if they failed because of him would be unbearable. He had to win.

    They creaked open slowly, adding a sense of drama as the Silencing Charms ended
    with the revelation of the screaming crowd. As one the lions of the sky mounted their
    brooms.

    Harry could hear Lee Jordan announce their names to the horde, a bit more flair
    than usual for the attending guest. If he had had more focus on their introduction he
    would have noticed the boy say his name with more enthusiasm than the rest. He
    scanned the crowd, looking at the box towers littering the pitch in a pleasing
    pattern, and saw them sitting together, binoculars out and pointed at the
    players.

    He could see Wood shaking as he shook hands with the Ravenclaw Captain, while the
    rest waited for the signal to get into position. The Snitch was released, zooming
    off, and Madam Hooch grasped the Quaffle as she prepared to throw it and release the
    Bludgers. "Gryffindor and Ravenclaw. I want to see a good game. Play well."

    Fred immediately smacked the Bludger to one of the Ravenclaw Chasers, as Harry
    began the plan that Wood had come up with. He was to be the distraction; he was a
    superior flyer, and that was to be used as an advantage against the other team. He
    was to use his skill to weave in and out of plays, which hopefully would distract the
    opposing Seeker enough to avoid searching for the Golden Snitch, and therefore
    putting the Cup directly into Slytherin's waiting arms.

    The game dragged on. For every three goals that Gryffindor placed, Ravenclaw would
    use their skill to pot one more. But it was easily seen by all that Gryffindor were
    the better team, though not by much it seemed.

    Harry had spotted the Snitch twice now, and attempted to confuse the opposition, a
    nimble seventh year girl, to get her attention away from the possibility of catching
    it. Eventually, that number was reached, 130 point lead. It had taken over an hour of
    hard aerial fighting, but they had it. Then Katie scored another goal past the
    Ravenclaw Keeper. They were 140 up, and he shot up, trying to get a better view.

    His head swivelled about, left and right he scanned, ever climbing up until he was
    above the stands completely. He was in his own world now, narrowed down to completely
    focus on his objective.

    He dropped down, almost in freefall, accelerating far beyond the point where a
    normal person should have been able to cope. But Harry's tunnel vision ignored the
    screaming that changed in pitch. No longer was it crying out in cheers, but in shock
    and worry.

    Faster and faster he went. "Go, go, go, go!" Wood was screaming at him as the game
    practically stopped.

    The Ravenclaw Seeker had seen it too, there, hovering listlessly only mere inches
    above the ground. He was closer, but Harry was moving now at a speed beyond what
    could be picked up by his opponent. In the distraction, Ravenclaw scored another
    goal. It was only 130 up now.

    There wasn't enough time. Just a foot off the ground Harry pulled up, his left leg
    raised up as he pushed harshly down on the back of his broom, the bristles of the
    rear sliding across the short grass. Harry's right foot was under his body as he near
    stepped on his Nimbus, arm outstretched.

    The whistle blew, and Gryffindor had won the Quidditch cup.
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    When Harry had entered the magical world, he wasn't sure what he would be
    expecting. To him, this new world was an escape. At least, that was how it had begun.
    Now, it was something so much more.

    When he boarded the great red train at the beginning of the school year, he had
    escaped the Dursley's and to him that was all that mattered. As the year progressed,
    it became so much more than that. Neville, Fay, Fred, George, Oliver, McGonagall,
    Hagrid, Flitwick, Alicia, Angelina, and Katie. These were more than names for him.
    For Harry Potter, they had become his life.

    Vernon Dursley had tried his best to break his will. Over years and years he had
    attempted to make him less than human, because to someone as single-minded,
    inconsequential in his existence in the grand scheme of life, and narrow as he was,
    his beliefs were the only thing that mattered. Harry's existence to him, was the
    antipathy of all things he held as normal, and in his own words he wanted to "stamp
    out the freakishness". When that did not work, he wanted to stamp out his
    meaning.

    When Harry came to Hogwarts, he felt that he was worthless, unwanted, and
    pointless. These people who became so much to him lifted him out of that belief. They
    showed him a different path. A different way that made him see such a different side
    to life.

    This was why he tried to avoid the destructive nature of Malfoy and Snape and the
    rest. They reminded him so much of the malevolence of the place he lived for so long
    that he didn't recognise them as a threat to be dealt with. He was so used to the
    hate and despair that was wrought from such behaviours that he just... accepted
    it.

    But he was changing... he had changed. And those names were what was influencing
    him to become something more akin to a human. He was no longer boy, or freak. He was
    Harry Potter.

    Whenever he shared a cup of tea with Flitwick, or enjoyed the hearty tales of his
    parents with Hagrid. Whenever McGonagall looked at him with pride, or his house
    celebrated his actions on the Quidditch pitch. Whenever Fred and George made him
    laugh so much his ribs ached and his sides hurt. Whenever Angelina and Alicia fussed
    over him. Whenever Oliver would treat him like he was something, and had a use for
    somebody. Whenever Katie would hug him tightly and treat him with such kindness and
    warmth. Whenever Neville and Fay would just be with him, just be his friends.

    Whenever he lay awake at night thinking of the sacrifice of James and Lily Potter.
    That was when he knew. He knew that he was more than the sum of his parts. He was a
    collective of something so greater. He was all of these things that they brought out
    of him, and as he lay there, staring at the stone ceiling, he thought of all these
    things that made him... him. And he cried. His tears streamed down his face in
    uncontrollable waves because he knew he was weak, that he was still worthless, and
    that he was damaged. But he felt happy still, because he had these people in his
    life. And each day would get better and better because of these people.

    That was the strength he had found as the blood flowed out of his fragile body.
    His eyes began to slowly close and his last thoughts were of those people who meant
    so much to him.
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    The party had lasted throughout the night and into the early hours of the morning,
    and it was Harry's first foray into the world of the Gryffindor party life. The older
    years were seen chugging back liquid that caused steam to blast out of their ears,
    and more that contained a strong smell that he was sure he had detected in Hagrid's
    hut before. Those of the younger years had been gifted with a sweet-smelling drink
    that Fred had labelled as 'butterbeer'; Harry discovered that he quite enjoyed the
    taste of it.

    When the cup had been placed into the arms of an openly weeping Oliver Wood in the
    middle of the Quidditch pitch, McGonagall not looking too far off if he was perfectly
    honest with himself, Harry had felt an immense pride well up within himself. The
    stream of red and gold smashed into the seven tired players like a tidal wave, and
    Harry yelped with shock when he, like the others, were raised into the air to the
    storm-call of the lion's roaring.

    All their names had been chanted out, the pleasure immense amongst the students of
    the House of the brave. Harry was over the moon at what was occurring, as he had the
    knowledge that his work, his participation, had afforded victory and joy amongst his
    peers. For that, he was extremely thankful.

    "I've never seen such reckless abandon on a broomstick before in my life," he was
    chastised by McGonagall. Glancing over to Neville and Fay, they looked more relieved
    that angry at his choice of action. "But well done Potter. I suppose there's more of
    your father in you than just your skill with transfiguring."

    The hundred-watt smile could have lit up the whole castle. His pride only grew as
    the team huddled close up together, Cheshire grins wide as the camera bulb flashed,
    immortalising such a moment in history. Harry would remember fondly whenever he
    looked at the copy placed in his ever-growing photo album, placed next to the one of
    him, Neville and Fay relaxing out by the lake the hour after their last exam was
    undertaken.

    The cheer of victory lasted for a week after the match had ended, but began to
    taper off slightly as the end of year feast resided just over the weekend. The time
    for Harry's first year to end was coming close, as was the growing pit of
    despair.

    He tried to avoid situations where he was with his friends for too long, knowing
    as well as he did that his foul mood would only upset them, and that was something he
    refused to be the one to instigate. For when he stepped off that train and back into
    King's Cross Station, he would be going back to them.

    Katie took his absences hard, as she was wont to, but she knew that something was
    wrong; truthfully they all did, and yet as try as they might to get the information
    out, he would just smile wanly and shake his head in silence.

    The burden was getting to him too much as the days crept ever closer, so he would
    spend all free time he could, that cold feeling inside his stomach all the while,
    alone as he wandered the castle.

    This was a grave error in his judgement when a petty and vindictive first-year
    Slytherin cornered him in an abandoned corridor on the third floor.

    Draco Malfoy detested Harry Potter. He had (in his mind) rejected him, a
    pure-blooded scion of an old and noble house, for the dregs of society. Blood
    traitors and squibs, and cavorting with mudbloods and muggle-lovers... it was
    infuriating, and he was going to make the little coward pay for his
    transgressions.

    His father had raised him to be the ultimate heir, one who would be the next Lord
    of the House Malfoy, and that came with certain stipulations, one of which being to
    further the interests of his House. His father had all but demanded that he befriend
    the young Potter, specifically so as to create an ally that would benefit greatly in
    the long run.

    He did not say a word as he stalked slowly towards the shivering coward in front
    of him, wand raised along with those of his cohorts. A few well-placed
    Confundus Charms by some older students he now owed some debts to allow for
    a diversion of Potter's route towards the forbidden corridor on the third floor.

    He seethed as his irrationality caused him to begin trembling in unwarranted
    frustration. Potter was raising his arm, wand in hand as if he thought he, a pathetic
    half-blood, was better than him.

    "Really Potter?" he fumed, pale face reddening. "You think a coward like you could
    ever hope to best me? Pathetic."

    Harry began backing up, knowing that he had no skill in fighting anyone, but that
    was not why he came to Hogwarts in the first place. There were the same five students
    creeping closer to him with every shuffle backwards he took. If he was in his right
    mind, he could have started shouting for help, his words would have reverberated
    throughout the castle, and surely someone would hear him. But the rationality had no
    place in his thoughts at that moment in time. There were only two things, and they
    were warring within him: fight or flight.

    He chose flight, and he turned and sprinted away, footsteps beating on ratted
    carpets and grime-covered stone. He could hear the mocking laughter of his pursuers
    as he carried on, hoping against hope that he would make it away from them.

    There was only a dead end, with a single door placed in front of him. He sprinted
    faster, crashing into the splintering wood, rattling the handle with all his might as
    it remained firmly shut.

    He chanced a glance backwards – they had kept up easily. "Alohomora" he
    whispered, and the door opened. Yet he stopped, remembering that this corridor was
    forbidden for a reason, and that reason, according to their illustrious Headmaster,
    was potential death.

    The five hunters came ever closer towards a frozen Harry. His mind was made up for
    him as an unseen force shoved him roughly into the door.

    Harry's panic soared as he felt the oppressive atmosphere the moment a single part
    of him entered the room. He got up quickly from the cold floor and bolted for the
    slowly closing door, rough grins the last thing he could see from his attackers as
    the outside world was shut from him.

    Harry let out an uncharacteristic scream and began sobbing wildly as the
    unfairness of it all.
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    It took Harry several minutes to calm down. He didn't like being trapped in a
    cold, dark place. It reminded him too much of the cupboard under the stairs; being
    inside that room on the third floor felt like he was back at the prison of his
    childhood.

    He suffered from nightmares regularly, an issue that he dealt with quietly, which
    had been beaten into him roughly when younger from all the times he had woken his
    family in the night with his cries.

    He hiccoughed sombrely, knowing that he was thinking like a child, but wanted
    someone to rescue him. He desperately hoped that someone would come to him so he
    wouldn't be so alone in this place. He craved the touch of Katie, the presence of the
    twins, and the ease he felt at being around Fay and Neville.

    As his mind became more gradually under his control, he realised that he could
    make out a soft, gentle trill of a sweet-sounding instrument over the top of what
    sounded like rumbling snores.

    He turned away from his position kneeling before the door, jaw-dropping as he saw
    a massive three-headed dog slumbering in front of him.

    Idly he realised that there was a harp playing a haunting melody in front of the
    beast, 'A Cerberus,' he mouthed, words unable to form in his shock and terror. He
    just had to see the sharp teeth and flying drool as each head would release snores in
    an asymmetrical sequence.

    He had to think quickly. He attempted the unlocking charm upon the door but found
    it unable to work as intended, so he hastily searched across the room from his
    precarious position in an endeavour to locate some sort of exit. 'The door isn't big
    enough to fit the dog in, so it must have got in somewhere else,' he rationalised. He
    tried so hard to focus on this as a challenge to overcome, but the potential threat
    of being dismembered by a Cerberus, mixed with the rush of adrenaline made it
    difficult to fully maintain any form of concentration for too long. 'But what if
    magic shrunk it, or there is some other way it got in?'

    There, by its left paw. It was faint, but he could just make out a handle next to
    a metal ridge. 'A trapdoor!'

    The creature had taken most of the door with its body, but he had no other option.
    He gingerly made his way over to the paw, one eye holding the dog in his vision at
    all time. He had no idea when it would awaken, and he wanted to have enough warning
    to do... something if it attacked.

    He tentatively nudged the paw, finding it flopping back and forth. The dog didn't
    make any different movements, so he cautiously began to slide it away from the
    trapdoor, pleading to anyone that would listen to him that it would stay asleep.

    Somehow, it seemed as though his faith was rewarded well, as the Cerberus
    rescinded its paw underneath its body like any dog would when sleeping.

    The handle held the portal down stiffly, but he tugged upwards; it caught on
    something, then flew open and landed on the floor with a large bang.

    He winced as he twisted his head to view the beast in its entirety, praying that
    it would stay in its slumber. He would definitely have a story to tell the others
    when he was done here. As he looked down into the twisted shadows below him, he idly
    wondered if he went to Dumbledore or McGonagall with what the Slytherin's had done
    would they be in serious trouble this time.

    It was an image for another time as he peered down, unable to spot a bottom to it.
    The music carried on playing beside him, its tune calming his thoughts slightly as he
    decided what to do. "House of the brave," he sighed to no one. "Nothing ventured," he
    spoke more confidently as he prepared to leap.

    He stood before the gap and took a step forward, leading his other leg behind him
    as he dropped straight as an arrow for only a second, landing on soft material.

    "That wasn't so bad," he tried to reassure himself, shaking from the cold that
    both coming from both the room and his body.

    He lay there for a few minutes, unmoving as he lamented his recent experiences. It
    was all going so well. He closed his eyes slowly, keeping them like that as he
    pleaded that this was only a dream, and not some waking nightmare. It was only
    recently that the pride and positivity had flowed inside him as he experienced the
    Ravenclaw victory. Now, it was as if there was something actively attempting to
    create as much misery towards him as possible. He was already fidgety lately with the
    knowledge that soon he would have to leave all the good that was at Hogwarts, and
    return to the place that he dreaded above all other things.

    Harry grasped his wand in a trembling hand; if he couldn't get out of the
    situation he was in at the moment, none of that would even matter, so he placed his
    empty hand on the smooth material and attempted to pick his body up.

    The problems only quickened from there as he felt something wrap around his waist
    and drag him back down to the floor. He could hear a creaking sound mixed in with the
    noise of something sliding over another surface.

    There was no light, so he couldn't see a single thing, not even his glasses
    resting in front of his face. That one word resonated in his head. Light. Light.
    Light.

    "Lumos Maxima," he bellowed, a war cry that only he could perceive occur echo
    around him. He paused in fright, thinking that his spell hadn't worked, opening his
    closed eyes as he forgot one key thing about his wand.

    His eyes reclosed sharply, the force of the light dragging his lids shut
    involuntarily as the brightness of the spell pushed what had him ensnared away from
    his body.

    He did not hesitate. The muscles in his legs screamed as he forced them to move
    his whole body forward, running through the separating things that took up the
    room.

    When he recognised that he was far enough away from the entity that had him
    trapped, he turned the light of his wand to bear on what exactly it was. He laughed
    almost uncontrollably as a memory swirled unbidden and fleetingly across his mind.
    Sometimes an event that has little to know meaning will remain wedged in memory with
    no real purpose. In this case, Harry was thankful that he remembered that Herbology
    lesson where Neville had dictated the weakness of Devil's Snare.

    He was sure that he would have most likely dimmed the light if there was limited
    information on what it was that was opposing him, but that memory that came to the
    forefront made him stop, and increase the intensity of the light. He scanned behind
    him as he shuffled backwards, keeping the lit wand facing the bulk of the Devil's
    Snare, refusing to let it mass an attack when he was least expecting it.

    Shortly, he reached a raised bit of wall that he assumed was the decorative arch
    surrounding either a window or a door. His free hand slid across to the right,
    shortly touching the expected feel of the wood he knew would be there. He edged
    closer to the where he assumed the handle to be, and uncomfortably held it with his
    hand behind him, twisting it open.

    In one smooth motion, brought about by years of fleeing his cousin's gang, and the
    constant Seeker training, he twisted his body through the small gap. As he entered
    the next room, wand held up to see the contents, he moved his body in front of the
    door and used his body weight to slam it shut behind him.

    Harry looked around him, noting a fluttering sound that was loud enough to drown
    out the sound of his haggard breathing. He held his wand high above his head, peering
    into what seemed like a mass of squeaking birds high above him. His steps took him to
    only other thing of note in the room: a large door directly opposite the one he had
    just come through.

    When he stopped in front of the door, he noted something more clearly now that he
    had some light. Propped up in the corner of the doorway, there was a ratty old broom.
    He puzzled over what it could be there for, trying to focus on this new detail over
    the distress he was undergoing.

    'What's a broom doing here?' He was missing something but he could not for the
    life of him understand what it was. It hit him with all the encroaching force of a
    freight train: keys. Above him were keys, maybe hundreds of them.

    He looked back and forth between the large keyhole on a greenish rusted lock, and
    the floating keys, concluding that he would need to match the key to it in order to
    progress.

    "What is going on?" he mumbled. Something was wrong here and he just wanted to be
    elsewhere. If Professor Dumbledore had said that this place was out of bounds, and he
    could totally see why now, then he had no right to be here. The faces of his close
    ones flickered in his mind's eye, wishing again that at least one of them was here
    with him. He didn't enjoy being alone now, and never at this point had he felt the
    feeling so.

    Pushing the feeling of desolation away for what he knew now had to do, he grasped
    the broom to his side, turning it over so it was held to his right-hand side.

    His leg swivelled over it in and in one flourish, he pushed off the ground and
    ascended carefully to the same level as the keys. His wand was still lit but had
    dimmed slightly so as to be able to differentiate between the keys. He remained in
    place, head flitting this way and that, vision narrowed in a Seeker's Sprint as he
    tried hard to centre on the elusive key.

    He recognised it as soon as it entered clearly into his vision; it was the most
    rusted of them all, and he would bet his vault that it was the same colouring as the
    lock below him. He shot forward, it taking practically no time at all to capture the
    target.

    He lowered himself to the floor, still holding the broom as he walked over to the
    locked door. He slid the key effortlessly into the lock and released a held breath as
    it turned easily to the right, the unmistakable sound of a door unlocking in
    response.

    He pushed the door open a crack, hoping that there was no awaiting enemy just out
    of reach. He waited the adequate amount of time for the powerful beam of light
    following his shout of "Lumos Solem", opened the door further to be slightly
    baffled by what looked like large statues in front of him.

    As the door closed behind him, he took note of the broomstick still held in his
    hand and decided that he would rather have it with him just in case the situation
    required it.

    His attempt to discern the meaning behind what the statues were came to near
    nothing as he stared inquisitively at them, and so he decided to circle around to get
    a greater view. However, the ways round both sides were blocked off with what he
    assumed was some nasty magic and fallen rubble. So he made his way in between the
    lurking pale-white statues, and into a large empty space beyond them.

    In front of him, there were more of the stone statues, only these were pitch black
    in shade. Turning on his heel, he noted the different forms that the statues were
    taking, mirrored by the ones opposite. "A chessboard?" he questioned to the
    emptiness. "What in the world is happening to me right now?"

    His tone was almost incredulous. This was something out of a storybook, not real
    life. 'Although,' he thought miserably, 'When have things ever really been normal for
    me?'

    What the tasks to complete were before, seemed to be able to be bested by more
    luck and general knowledge, but he had no idea how to even play chess. Yes, he had
    seen Ron more than anyone have great skill in the game, but he was completely
    hopeless. It seemed as though he was going to be going no further. But he realised he
    couldn't really go backwards; the Devil's Snare and the Cerberus, plus the locked
    door would stop that in its tracks.

    The despair was crawling across his skin, false shadows wrapping silky fingers
    around his throat, cutting off his airwaves. He was forced to his knees, the
    oppressive nature of what was happening to him effecting every sense. He stumbled
    forwards, hand over knee as he crawled towards what he hoped was somewhere near an
    exit. He could see the pieces drawing arms in defence of his objective, and the
    feeling of complete hopelessness began to consume him.

    The faces of his friends circled just out of view, and he felt so alone. His wand
    light died out as it and the broomstick clattered to the marble. Katie was there in
    front of his vision when everything became normal as quickly as it had gone awry. He
    picked up his wand, holding it as his lifeline, and once again mounted the
    broomstick.

    He had noticed that there seemed to be a lack of common sense amongst the Wizards
    and Witches of the world. What should have been normalised was instead drawn out and
    convoluted as remnants of their desire to be the abnormal to the normal of the muggle
    world. He had mostly kept his mouth shut on the topic when around other people,
    deciding to enjoy the immersion in something that made him content. And now, he was
    thankful for all their oddities, because he simply rose above the pieces on the
    broomstick and floated on by.

    He let out a breath he didn't know that was being held as he opened the door,
    expecting to be followed, but instead let out a short, single laugh in relief as he
    stepped through cautiously.

    The first thing he realised, was the stench was unbearable. The ugly, green thing
    was laid out across the floor, and if he had to judge by the sight of pooling blood
    and wide, empty eyes, it was most definitely dead.

    He had not been involved in the troll incident, and therefore was not aware of
    what a troll looked like in the flesh, but after asking the girls what exactly one
    was, he could match the description to reality.

    He dropped the broomstick, holding his now free hand up to his face to try to
    block out the scene and smell, while his other arm cradled his stomach. It was for
    nought however as he vomited over the floor.

    He kept retching as he staggered forward, blurred vision as he went towards where
    he hoped the door to the next room was. His luck ran true as he wrenched the door
    open with haste, not even caring about any potential threats lurking beyond, instead
    falling head over heel onto the floor.

    However, his worry did not abate, as flames erupted in a horseshoe shape in front
    of him. The door lay beyond, and he groaned tiredly, despising his own weakness and
    the fact that he was in this position in the first place. 'I just wanted to learn
    magic. I just wanted to be away from the Dursley's... I just want my friends.'

    He lay there for a long time, moping in his depression, a sliver of his slowly
    bringing him back to the real world. When he felt that he could cope, he raised
    himself up and over to a table in the centre of the room.

    On it, there was a piece of paper written, and several containers full of
    different looking liquids. He peered at the writing and was able to read what seemed
    to be a riddle.

    Danger lies before you, while safety lies behind,

    Two of us will help you, whichever you would find,

    One among us seven will let you move ahead,

    Another will transport the drinker back instead,

    Two among our number hold only nettle wine,

    Three of us are killers, waiting hidden in line.

    Choose, unless you wish to stay here for evermore,

    To help you in your choice, we give you these clues four:

    First, however slyly the poison tries to hide

    You will always find some on nettle wine's left side;

    Second, different are those who stand at either end,

    But if you would move onwards, neither is your friend;

    Third, as you see clearly, all are different size,

    Neither dwarf nor giant holds death in their insides;

    Fourth, the second left and the second on the right

    Are twins once you taste them, though different at first sight.

    'The professors made this,' came barrelling into his head. He had finally figured
    it out. 'The Cerberus was Hagrid, of course, he would have a creature like that
    somewhere. The plant... Sprout, obviously. The keys were animated so Professor
    Flitwick. I'm going to assume McGonagall for the chess pieces, while maybe Quirrell
    was the troll. This is from Snape. So it's a task? What does this all mean?!'

    He needed to figure out this puzzle before anything else. He really hoped that
    Malfoy would be expelled for subjecting him to this. 'Although,' he thought glumly,
    'I bet this will be all my fault somehow. It always is.'

    He counted seven vials on the table and glared at the riddle as if hoping the
    answer would just announce itself. He couldn't return now anyway, the fire had spread
    behind him, encircling him in a shroud of burning wretchedness.

    'The largest potion is safe then? That's one down, and if it is the identical one
    to the second on the left... then that should be okay.

    'If that's the case then those on the left of them are bad and should be left
    alone.' He looked over the riddle once more. 'Neither on each end will help.' He
    looked at the third one in. Taking the potion in hand, he uncorked the vial and
    swigged it down in one gulp.

    His eyes closed while he stepped through the flames, but feeling the icy chill
    within his veins, he knew he would be alright. His belief held out when the short
    steps propelled him out of the fire and into the open air. He did not hesitate. He
    wanted this to be over, and over right then; the door was open and he was through the
    portal before it had fully unsealed.

    He was not expecting the man wearing a purple turban to be standing in front of
    the Mirror of Erised as his next challenge.

    "Professor Quirrell?"

    The man turned to see him. "I see you are here too, Potter."

    Harry noticed two things. The first was that there was no stutter, nor any feeling
    of insecurity coming from the man before him. The second, and most aggravating, was
    the flaring of excruciating pain emanating from his scar.

    "What... what's going on? What is this place?"

    "You mean you came here without even knowing what you were getting in to?" The man
    was smirking at the thought. "You really are not what the Wizarding world was
    expecting Potter." He returned to his vigil in front of the mirror. "This mirror. It
    is the key. The key to getting the stone. I need it, but it only shows me handing it
    to my master."

    Harry could only look on confused, tired, and wanting to be anywhere else other
    than here.

    "Potter! Come here."

    He shook his head. He knew that it would be bad if he went forward. There was a
    sensation of unnatural darkness coming from Quirrell, and his instincts were
    commanding him to run far, far away. Quirrell snarled and raised his wand, and Harry
    was dragged next to him and positioned in front of his reflection. Quirrell stepped
    back and stared.

    "The Philosopher's Stone lays within the magic wrought in the mirror. Dumbledore's
    magic counteracts my own, and I cannot get beyond the seal." His eyes raked over his
    frozen form. "You though, you are something unexpected. Get me the Stone!"

    Harry locked eyes with his mirror self. His desire shown to him, causing fresh
    salt to drip onto his lips. He was scared, and now the thing he wanted most in the
    world was taunting him. If he could swap places with that reflecting, right then and
    there, he would have taken that leap. He did not want a stone, he just wanted that.
    That nondescript form that stood next to him, whose face would change at a speed he
    could not keep track of. The way is held him... he could see the complete and total
    happiness on mirror-him. His desire was not this stone. It was simply... to be
    wanted.
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    There was a heavy weight in his pocket. One that he only barely noticed as it was
    not there before.

    He had practically ignored it for the sight of his parent's murderer fused to the
    back of Quirrell's head.

    His mind had gone blank. Terror was not a word that could have described what he
    was feeling. Terror was something that he could interpret, could know the feeling of.
    This was something altogether different.

    When he woke up that morning, the worst thing that he knew would happen to him,
    would be to let the thoughts of his impending departure to Privet Drive get him down.
    But now, the worst thing was something very different.

    He took no notice of what the being was saying, so frozen in primal fear that no
    sense was functioning correctly. He had to run, he had to escape. This thing was Lord
    Voldemort, and he could see the evil. The eyes are called the windows to the soul for
    a reason, and it was when they locked on each other, Harry could just see
    the eldritch horrors lurking within.

    Harry's face scrunched up, his eyes twitching wildly as the sweat pushed his
    glasses off his face, shattering on to the floor.

    He ran.

    He wasn't brave, nor was he noble. He wasn't a Gryffindor. He was Harry Potter, a
    boy who right then, had something to live for. The names of those who could help,
    Dumbledore primarily, rattled around his head, knowing that he needed to get to him.
    When the magic pulled him back, the Stone sliding out his pocket as he thrashed
    about, he screamed himself hoarse, refusing to fall in a place like this.

    He grabbed at the stone, words muted on his lips as his wand was shot out of his
    hand, clattering to the floor.

    "Seize him" a voice cried out, hatred spewing beyond cruel lips. "He
    has the Stone! Get me the Stone!"

    He could feel a pressure consume him, white hot pain blinding him as he lashed out
    at the man who descended onto him. He could taste iron as it poured out his mouth.
    His ears began to block as a heavy liquid flowed out. He could feel it come out his
    nose as the pain grew in intensity from his scar.

    The stone was held tightly in his right hand, a vice clamping it shut as he
    refused to let go. His eyes were red and black, his internal sight was the static of
    white as the agony encompassed him. His left arm arced out in an instinctual reflex.
    The pain shifted from predominantly in his lightning bolt scar to an equal one in the
    palm of his hand.

    Then it vanished. A cold sweat covered him as he lay there on the cool stone,
    Philosopher's Stone still firmly wrapped in his fingers. The energy he had had had
    evaporated into nothingness. Only a dull ache remained as the blood pooled around
    him, staining his surroundings red.

    As he embraced the nothingness, he heard nothing.

    No one was coming for him.
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    Harry woke to the clean, white walls of a quiet Hospital Wing. His head swam with
    pain, even the greatest headache he had could not compare. His body felt heavy as he
    attempted to understand what was happening.

    "Ah, Harry my boy, I appear to have arrived at the most opportune time it
    seems."

    The voice beheld a calming tone, and Harry recognised it easily as Professor
    Dumbledore's. He just had to take in the garish robes and long white beard to finish
    the combination to know it was the Headmaster.

    "Professor," he said hoarsely.

    "Here Harry." Dumbledore gently tilted Harry's head to allow for the small glass
    of water to be sipped. "I'm sure you have a lot of questions."

    Harry closed his eyes; there was curiosity, but the most senior problem came
    first. "Sir, am I in trouble? It was Malfoy, and some other Slytherin's." His already
    quiet voice became smaller. "They forced me in there. I was so scared sir. I don't
    know how I made it."

    "Those who acted against you have been punished, however," the man looked his age
    as he sighed tiredly. "There was not enough... evidence," he said the word
    distastefully through grit teeth, "To warrant a full punishment. I'm sorry Harry, I
    truly am. There is too much intrigue around this for me to get into too much detail,
    but I believe you, Harry. So no, you are not in trouble. Even if I were to be of the
    mind to do so, I daresay that you have suffered enough."

    "I understand Professor." He was silent as he tried to process it. It paid to have
    high connections it seemed. "What was that sir? I was just thrown into it all and..."
    he tried to continue, but the traumatic events he had endured became too much.

    Dumbledore hesitated briefly. He sat as close to Harry as he could, placing a hand
    upon his shoulder, wincing as Harry flinched.

    "Voldemort. He was so dark. It was as though I was looking at death. I... I was so
    scared sir." He looked so lost that Dumbledore felt the weight of all his sins begin
    to crush him. "Why was I sent there sir?" He looked the man dead in the eye, hands
    scrunching up the bedsheets, in an emotion Dumbledore feared to ask.

    "It was a gauntlet, Harry, to stop someone like Voldemort from getting to the
    Philosopher's Stone."

    "Quirrell kept saying that. I don't know what it is."

    "It's a powerful object, Harry. If used by the wrong person, it could have very
    well brought Voldemort back to life. Or, well, back from the spirit he had become."
    Dumbledore smiled wearily down at Harry. "I am so sorry my boy. I wanted your time
    here to be one that you would love, for that is what happened down in that chamber.
    It was love. Love protected you on that terrible night, and it halted Voldemort's
    touch."

    "I don't think I know what that is sir." He looked away distantly.

    "You do Harry. Your parents loved you very much. So much so that they gave their
    own lives for your own. And if you look at your friends. Mr Longbottom, Miss Dunbar.
    And Miss Bell. All of them, they all love you Harry. I can guarantee you, that it was
    their love that kept you going, was it not?"

    Harry cocked his head. "You haven't answered my question sir."

    "I have not." The silence was deafening. This did not look like the powerful
    wizard who had ended the reign of terror of Grindelwald. This was not the man who was
    apparently the only one that Voldemort ever feared. This man was simply... tired.

    "The protection placed upon you by your mother forced me to place you with your
    only living blood relative. That person was your Aunt. I only thought to protect you
    from harm coming from the outside. We are short-sighted beings, those of us with
    magic, Harry. I did not think to look inward to those that would hurt."

    Harry had spent years hating his parents, to his shame. Why did they have to die
    and leave him in a living hell? Why could he not have gone with them? He did not know
    how exactly to feel about this man who was the cause of so much suffering, other than
    pity. "Did you know what they did to me?" The whisper was too loud.

    "No. No, I did not. By the time you arrived at Hogwarts, Hagrid had already told
    me, but I still had to see for myself. I know you may never forgive me for what I
    have done to you, but please, believe me, I only wanted you to live free of the fear
    that would come from the life outside Privet Drive.

    "There are dark things out there Harry, and Voldemort is the most foul. He has
    made your life unbearable, I know this, but the pain he would bring... Forgive me,
    Harry. I truly only wished for your health and happiness."

    He could not find it in him to hate him. He was within his right to, but there was
    no energy there. The man was lauded as a beacon in dark times, but so was he. Harry
    Potter is not what the public imagined him to be, a perfect example of wizarding's
    finest, so why should Dumbledore. Harry understood then, that Albus Dumbledore was
    just a man trying to do his best in a broken world. And Harry recognised that. "I
    forgive you sir. I can't forget what happened to me. I never can. But I can't hate
    you for it, even if I wanted to."

    "I am sorry as well my boy that you must return there."

    "I thought as much sir."

    "The protective wards last only need charging up until your birthday, however, the
    magic of elsewhere is strong enough to help the wards survive until you reach the
    safety of Hogwarts. Therefore, I do believe that one of your many friends may be able
    to help you out."

    Harry grinned at the wink sent his way. A sharp pain came from his left hand, his
    right coming over to it hastily.

    "Sir," he gritted, "My hand."

    Dumbledore frowned as he leaned over to take the hand in his own.

    "Harry my boy. I'm afraid that something happened while you were down
    there..."

    
    11111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111

    The first person who came to see him, aside from the illustrious Headmaster
    himself, was none other than Katie Bell. Harry was in the midst of another depressive
    episode when he heard the hurried sound of rushed steps heading toward him.

    He looked up in time to see the doors to the room burst open, and a black and red
    blur shoot directly into him. He gasped as the air was squeezed out of his lungs, and
    realised that his friend was practically crushing his ribs in the vice grip as she
    held on.

    Katie had been more than worried about her little friend. When she had heard what
    those little rats had done to her Harry, almost all of the whole of Gryffindor House
    had to work shifts to restrain her from descending to the dungeons. To say that she
    was angry would be like calling Hagrid short. No one had ever seen her even say a
    truly bad thing about anyone and always attempted to play peacemaker whenever an
    issue arose.

    Something switched when she heard that the actions of a few almost got her friend
    killed.

    Her tears soaked the hospital clothing that Harry wore, his hand reaching up to
    hesitantly stroke the top of Katie's head.

    "I thought I'd lost you."

    "I'm still here Katie."

    She pulled back slowly, and Harry reddened under her intense gaze. It looked as if
    she was trying to burn what he looked like into her memory.

    "The others have been worried sick about... I've been worried sick. You have no
    idea..." She brought her hand up to caress his cheek softly. "You have no idea how
    happy I am that you're okay Harry."

    She half lay on the bed, her feet kicking in a slow tempo off the edge of the bed
    as she wrapped Harry in her arms. She was aware when he stiffened, his body slowly
    fighting the rigidity as he became subconsciously aware that she wasn't going to hurt
    him. She reached over to gently take his hand, stroking the burnt black, jagged scar
    in the centre of his palm.

    "Dumbledore and Pomfrey say it's because of the dark magic down there. They said
    it won't ever heal, that it'll be like my other scar."

    "Does it hurt?"

    He shook his head. "Not right now. But my hand is numb. I can feel my fingers, but
    my hand..."

    She could only hold him tighter as he wept. 'How much do you have to suffer
    Harry?'

    "I don't want to go back."

    She never asked what his life at home was like. She knew that he lived with
    muggles and that he did not like to talk about them; any question that had been asked
    about his home life was easily and masterfully deflected with the skill of a pro. But
    she knew that there was something wrong there.

    "Well I'm sure I can talk to mum and dad. They'd love to have you at ours
    sometime." Harry always enjoyed her laugh. It felt warm. "I mean, I am always writing
    home about you."

    Katie was still on the hospital bed clinging to Harry when Neville and Fay walked
    briskly into the room. Looking around briefly, the moment they saw him they rushed
    over.

    "Mate, you're okay." Neville looked like he had not slept in days. "Everyone's
    been worried sick over you."

    Fay looked just as bad, the bags under her eyes were dark circles, and her eyes
    were pink and bloodshot. "You should have seen Katie here, I think if we hadn't have
    stopped her she would have burned down the dungeons."

    "I wasn't that bad," she complained.

    Neville let out a tired snort, "I think Fay may have underplayed in, to be
    honest." He just stared at Harry, an unreadable look on his face as he took
    everything in. "No one really knows what happened down there mate. There are stories
    flying all over the place but everyone's got their own version.

    "What went on down there? What put you," he waved without direction at the
    Hospital Wing in general, "here, like this?"

    So Harry explained everything. He started from the beginning, with the Slytherin's
    cornering and making him go into the room with the Cerberus. The interaction with the
    Devil's Snare, the flight to get the charmed key, the chess room, the troll, the
    potion, and then Quirrell.

    None of them interrupted him as they sat there fascinated and horrified by what
    their friend was forced to endure.

    "I dunno what to say," Neville whispered. "I'm so sorry mate."

    "That must have been so horrible," Fay continued. "Oh, Harry." She got up off one
    of the chairs she was sat on and ran to the other side of the bed, smothering Harry
    in a hug only slightly less painful that Katie's original one.

    When she had pulled away, she grabbed his face in her hands and pointed it at her
    own, ugly tears running down her cheeks. She gently pat his face and scraped her
    nails softly down his face. She nodded her head as she pulled back, satisfied finally
    that yes, he was still there, and yes, that was still the same Harry who was her best
    friend.

    She slid slightly out of the way, noting that Neville had deftly moved beside her
    without anyone noticing. It looked as though he was semi-leaning in to hug his friend
    too, but just nervously settled with a nod of his head and a relieved look.

    "The others wanted to be here too, but Madam Pomfrey and Professor McGonagall said
    that only a few of us were allowed to see you at once," Neville said. "We all agreed
    that Katie would be the first to see you. We kind of..."

    "We called dibs," grinned Fay, causing Harry to laugh for the first time since
    waking up.

    "What's wrong?" Katie asked, seeing the mournful smile.

    "It's just what happened when Quirrell attacked me. Dumbledore didn't want to tell
    me, but I made him."

    "What?"

    He looked away, refusing to meet any of their looks. "You'll hate me."

    Katie placed her finger under his chin, directing his face to look at her own.
    "Harry, I could never hate you." She waved her arm at Neville and Fay. "None of us
    would ever hate you."

    "Quirrell's dead." He struggled, but he carried on, knowing that they would leave
    him. "He's dead because of me. I killed him."
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    The final day of the year had arrived. For some, it was a relief, as it heralded
    an end to education for another year, or even altogether. For others, such as Harry,
    the end signalled the start of something undesirable.

    He sat, sandwiched between Katie and Angelina, Neville and Fay directly opposite,
    and the rest in a protective bubble surrounding him.

    After he had told them what he had done to Quirrell, they had clustered closer to
    him, trying hard to comprehend how much more the boy had to endure in his already
    short life. He had been prepared for shouting and disgust, yet instead received looks
    of worry and acts of care.

    When Flitwick and McGonagall had arrived, they were unanimous in their support and
    awe of his skills of survival.

    "Mr Potter, 50 points apiece is no such reward. The fact that you made it through,
    only coming to harm with that... ugly business at the end."

    The two of them had been profuse with their sentiments, causing Fay to snicker
    behind her hand at seeing their Transfiguration professor so flustered. When Madam
    Pomfrey came out of her office, noting the collection of people by her patient, she
    demanded that they left Harry to rest. However, the two elders pulled some strings to
    allow for Katie at least to remain with him.

    She spent the next night in a bed next to his, refusing for a second to leave him
    after hearing his tale and seeing him so fragmented by what he had done. When he was
    finally considered well enough to return to Gryffindor Tower, she had escorted him by
    the hand, distracting him from the hushed whispers that followed him; it seems that
    the rumour mill had well worked with abandon, although the true story was only known
    inside his circle. The tale being told in half-truths, combined with his stay in the
    hospital wing as well as the beaten-down look of five certain Slytherins as well as
    the missing Quirrell, created a legend that seemed more fanciful than the actual
    truth.

    As Dumbledore bid the required niceties in his farewell speech, Harry made sure to
    burn the sight of the Hall into his memory, focusing hard on his circle. Angelina's
    shoulder brushed his and Katie's hand grasped his own under the table, and he
    realised that he did not want to leave. He had memories now that he could be proud
    of.

    He had friends who cared, and he knew magic, and his being demanded a greater
    immersion into the world he was born in. He discovered the thrill of flying and
    Quidditch and everything else that lay in between it all.

    "I would like to congratulate, that for the first time in seven years, we see...
    Gryffindor as the winners of this year's House Cup." The more than half the school
    erupted in cheers and applause, with more than a few heads pointed at him, grins and
    excited whispering abound. He ducked his head shyly as he locked eyes with the
    Headmaster, who surreptitiously raised his goblet in a salute.

    He wanted this moment to last forever, but the clammy feeling in his heart brought
    him back to the reality of the moment.

    All too soon the feast ended, and the group made their way slowly to the train
    station; the three first years saying a brief farewell having to return to the
    express via the same way that they had arrived at the school.

    "Hagrid, why do we have to take the boats back?" Harry asked faintly.

    "Summin' abou' tradition Harry," he responded with a laugh.

    The three of them got into the boat directly behind Hagrid's joined by an annoyed
    looking Ravenclaw who had most likely been unable to fit in the boat with his other
    friends. Harry being Harry was polite enough to him but left him well alone. Fay was
    next to him, and he felt her hand sit atop his own, while Neville had leaned forward
    to rest his own hand on his shoulder.

    He basked in the rays and the soft ripples the boats made as they glided
    soundlessly in the water. He soaked in the air and magic of the castle and recoiled
    slightly as his skin brushed along that invisible force that had sent shocks into his
    body vanished, leaving a hollow feeling in his gut.

    His body drooped into his seat, becoming more withdrawn. He accepted Hagrid's
    assistance to exit the boat when they finally docked at that small jetty.

    Fay took his arm in her own, while Neville smiled wanly at him. He accepted the
    shoulder pat and half-hug from Hagrid, who started sniffling as he turned and walked
    away.

    "Harry, guys, over here."

    They turned their heads as one to see one of the Weasley twins standing by their
    luggage, while the other one was waving out of a window.

    They made their way over to the two of them, lugging their trunks onto the train
    with welcome support. The group, minus Oliver who had his regular group to ride home
    with, shared a cabin comfortably thanks to the expansion charms on each
    compartment.

    Harry did not listen to the whistle, nor did he notice the wheels start their
    movements as they screeched on the tracks. He remained fixated on the location where
    he knew his home lay, finding himself totally numb to any stimulus.

    It was not until they went under a tunnel for the first time, did he finally take
    note of the hushed conversations and gentle laughter as Fred and George said
    something to Fay and Alicia.

    "Harrikins."

    "Solver of riddles."

    "Defeater of beasts."

    "Awful at chess."

    "So awful."

    "Good flyer though."

    "Why I know I am dear brother."

    "Not you idiot."

    "At least I'm the handsome one."

    Harry broke as his pealed laughs brought genuine raised lips to them all. He had
    seen their worry for him, but he refused to bring them down in any way over him.

    "So, anyway Harrikins, we wrote our mother," began Fred.

    "And she has insisted that you come to ours over the holiday."

    "Damned near insisted actually."

    "Really?" asked Harry, sceptical of what he was being told.

    The collective nods were enough for his marginally good mood to remain as the
    train inched ever closer to King's Cross.

    They spent the time left with each other creating as much last minute memories as
    they could, but even they could not stop the march of time, and several hours after
    they began their journey, they began to slow down to an eventual stop.

    It was in silence that Harry left the train, Hedwig in her hated cage hooting at
    him as if trying to reassure him it would be all okay.

    One by one, he saw as the students caught up with their families and saying
    goodbye to friends.

    Oliver Wood came by to say a quick goodbye and a promise from Harry that the next
    year they would find the Quidditch Cup in their arms once more.

    Alicia and Angelina gave him lasting hugs and swore that they would write to him,
    waving sadly as they were embraced by their parents and disappearing off the
    platform.

    Fred and George said their own farewells, promising that someone would be over to
    Privet Drive after his birthday to bring him over to theirs. Large ear-to-ear grins
    placed on the two of them as they too disappeared to find their family who was
    apparently always running late to just about anything.

    Fay too took him into an embrace, with assurances to keep in contact over the
    summer, nearly threatening him is she found he did not send Hedwig to her frequently.
    Neville shyly said goodbye, before slinking off to find his overbearing
    grandmother.

    Each time someone had left, it was as if someone was cutting into him with a
    jagged knife.

    "I asked my parents to meet me on the muggle side." Harry couldn't face her. This
    would probably be the hardest one. "Come on Harry."

    They walked side by side, coming out in the gap between platforms 9 and 10. Katie
    waved at a mousy haired man, while the woman looked near identical to what Katie
    would be in several years.

    He stood by awkwardly as the family reunited, not exactly sure of his place.

    "Mum, Dad, this is Harry."

    Mrs Bell gave him a quick once over, approaching him when her brief observation
    was over. "Katie's told us all about you, Harry."

    "It's good to finally meet you, son," said her dad.

    Harry was still wary of these people that he did not know, but comprehending that
    they were related to Katie easily ingratiated them to him. The now quartet moved
    together to the exit; an area where he was told that the Dursley's were going to be
    waiting for him.

    "Boy!"

    Katie could not help but to look over distastefully at the walrus of a man
    growling, purple-faced, by an open car door. Her parents frowned at the interaction,
    putting two and two together as they concentrated on Harry's submissive response to
    the sight of the man and two others in the car.

    Katie turned Harry towards her, staring intently at him, while he did the same to
    her. Neither of them knew exactly how they had become so necessary for each other,
    but Harry knew that the knowledge that he would be able to come back to the world he
    belonged in would be enough to keep him going. This was to be the thing that would be
    at the forefront of that.

    Not a word was spoken as her arms wrapped tightly around him, his head resting on
    her shoulder. Then, for the first time, he reciprocated the affection directed at
    him. Tentatively he raised his arms, only lightly gripping her shirt, hesitant that
    it would be too much. But it was enough for Katie.

    Harry would remain locked on the sight of his friend as the car drove off; the
    rage was a solid wave in the vehicle as a quiet journey took him further and further
    away from the light that he had basked in for so long. But now, he would shed no
    tears as he accepted his sentence. For there was something waiting for him when he
    was released.
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    All he was able to do was stare at the walls. It was no longer a room, it was a
    prison cell that refused anything other than his total obeisance. He had been trapped
    in here for the last several weeks, with no escape possible. The gentle trill of
    Hedwig was the only company he had, and yet even then she was stuck in the same
    position he was.

    His relatives appeared to have not taken the fact that someone had given him any
    sort of positive treatment to heart, and as such, had thrown him into his cousin's
    second bedroom and bolted it shut from the outside.

    He had traded life under the stairs to one that was both better and worse.

    It would be a good day if food was pushed into the cat flap that had been
    installed at the base of his door, and even then that was a rare occurrence. He would
    go for days without food, any form of energy would be gone in a matter of moments as
    he consumed the disgusting gruel that inhabited the cracked dishes he would be given.
    There wouldn't be any utensils to be able to eat it properly, so he would descend to
    a base animalistic form as he ate.

    They would let him out once a day specifically to wash and use the toilet,
    claiming that they did not want the "house to reek even more than the filth that was
    already there."

    The moment that they had returned to the house, Vernon had grabbed him by the
    hair. "Now, freak," the man hissed when he had pulled him away from prying
    neighbours. "Your Aunt has told me about the rules of you freaks. No magic outside of
    your... school. So that means none of your freakishness is allowed. None of it!"

    He had forced Harry back out to the car to get his things, drag them inside, and
    lock them all away, his eyes dead as his body fell into the old routine it had
    thought forgotten. His wand, trunk, broom. Everything was locked away. Only Hedwig
    was allowed to be kept if only to keep things quiet.

    "If it were up to me, boy, then I would break every bone in your body just so you
    couldn't return. You will be in that room, and I have made sure that you will stay
    there. While you are under this roof, then it is my rules you obey, not some freakish
    shit! That bloody owl will remain in its cage or so help me, we'll be having roast
    bird for dinner."

    "But, my friends."

    Vernon let out a derogatory laugh, a tittering Petunia and guffawing Dudley in the
    background observing. "What friends? Who would want to be friends with you?
    You. Have. No. One." Each word was punctuated with growing anger.

    His uncle was fuming at the gall his nephew had to believe that he even remotely
    believed that he was normal. Friends? He took the boy in, ruining their lives because
    his scum for parents had to go off and die? This freak deserved everything he got. "I
    tried so hard to make you normal. But you are nothing more than a freak. Upstairs.
    Now!" Harry did not move quick enough for his liking, so with a roar, he swung his
    fist, the side of his knuckles slamming into his face, repaired glasses shattering
    once more.

    Harry ran up the stairs, hiding himself away as he sat as far away from the door
    as he could, salty tears dropping onto Hedwig's feathers mournfully.

    He was ignored for a week. A week in total isolation as he wept and wept and wept.
    Until all his tears dried up.

    "I'm sorry girl," he would beg the forgiveness of his owl, who only seemed to be
    sad for him and not herself. "I wish we didn't have to be here. That you could roam
    free. But I deserve this. No one has even written to me." For the thousandth time, he
    would check the slightly opened window, unable to move any further due to the metal
    bars welded to the frame. Owls may not be able to get in, but they could definitely
    squeeze letters in. He had also seen no evidence of any attempt to deliver any.

    "No one. Maybe it was all a joke." If he had the capacity to, he would have wept
    further, but in his house, he had long known to hide the tears in this place. 'I'm
    alright being alone.'

    The shadows were consuming him, and there was no one here to be able to reign them
    in. There was no magic to save him, in fact, it appeared apparent to him that maybe
    it was all a dream. Some sort of hallucination and he had made it all up in some
    failed cry for help.

    Yet... he would look at his scar on his hand. A large, ugly jagged cut taking up
    his left palm. He remembered being told that there could be some consequences of the
    dark magic that forced its way onto his body. He dragged the memory to the surface,
    trying to use something, anything, even the bidden recollection of something that
    connoted a terrible event in his mind being the focus to retain his sanity.

    The scar was his reminder that what he had experienced wasn't something he made
    up. That that loneliness in the shadows of the underschool had been his journey.

    There had been times when he wondered if the accidental magic he had done before
    could help him. Though, no matter how much he sought to bring that feeling of oneness
    with that part of himself out, he could never find it. It was as if he had been
    conditioned to never use 'that freakishness!' in this place. He recalled
    when his broken wrist had miraculously healed one morning. That may have been the
    last time he could remember doing it. There had been no more breaking of bones after
    that. But he still remembered the dark of the cupboard, and of the eternal hunger.
    That was the last time he had screamed in Privet Drive.

    Now, weeks after he had returned, he knew, simply knew that he was going to be
    here forever and that he deserved it. His dreams had been full of warmth, of
    spectacular feats, of people caring. And every time he awoke he wished to return to
    that land of the unawake.

    No, they had forgotten him. His birthday had come and gone, and when he got not
    even a simple 'Happy Birthday', he knew.

    Then Dobby came.
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    Harry didn't quite know what to make of the little thing that was peering down at
    him from atop his bed. It looked like someone who had never seen a goblin before was
    given half the information by someone who had only been told a general gist of the
    information.

    "Harry Potter," the thing squeaked.

    "I think I'm finally done." His face was blank. Hedwig hooted in agreement.

    There was a silence that became steadily more awkward as time ticked on. The thing
    just stared at him expectedly while Harry watched the interloper intently.

    "Um, Mr Harry Potter sir. I is Dobby and I need to tell you something."

    "You're a Dobby?"

    "No, sir, I is a House Elf. Dobby is my name."

    Harry frowned. He was not happy with this situation. Why could he not be left in
    peace? "Why are you here?" The question was asked with a tired stiffness. Harry was
    too weary and there was no fight left in him now.

    "Dobby must tell Harry Potter that he is not to return to Hogwarts." Silence
    answered him. "Dobby must not let Harry Potter go back, if he does, then terrible
    things will happen. Terrible things will happen to Harry Potter and Dobby will not
    let it be."

    "They don't want me back. Why would they want me back? None of them care."

    "Dobby is... sorry, sir. Dobby did not realise that he would hurt Harry Potter
    so." Harry's eyes widened as the House Elf pulled out a stack of letters from inside
    the pillowcase he was wearing as clothing. "Dobby thought that if Harry Potter's
    friends did not write him then he would not want to go back."

    Harry stretched out his arm, feeling the weight of the parchment as it caused his
    hands to drop them all to the floor. He did not realise that his body could get any
    weaker than it already was. He raised his hands to cover his face and begun to
    shake.

    "Dobby is truly sorry, sir. Dobby did not mean to make Harry Potter hurt more. I
    is letting you talk to friends. But Harry Potter must agree to not return to
    Hogwarts. There is to be danger there, and the defeater of He-who-must-not-be-named
    must be allowed to survive."

    When Harry did not appear to be able to consider a response, Dobby raised his arm,
    snapping his finger, vanishing as if he was never there.

    Harry took hold of one of the larger letters, his name written in emerald ink on
    the front of the envelope. 'Katie'. He would recognise her handwriting anywhere. This
    one felt thick as if it was full to the brim with parchment inside. He looked around
    him, counting out the different styles of his name, noting that Katie's particular
    style was the most abundant.

    With rising hope, something he had deemed abandoned, he tore open the envelope to
    pull out what had been sent to him. Stopping himself, he nodded to Hedwig and began
    to sort out the letters into some idea of organisation.

    Each one, when read chronologically, told a story of his friends getting more and
    more worried. After he had finished reading each one, he had painstakingly attempted
    to create a perfect response to each one, detailing exactly the reason why he had
    been incommunicado.

    He left out how his relatives were treating him, the shame of what was happening,
    mixed with an inherent belief that nobody could (would) help him anyway. He told them
    of the House Elf Dobby stealing his letters and warning him about a danger coming to
    Hogwarts.

    He also hesitantly wrote out a letter to Professor Dumbledore; it was not a letter
    to let him worry about the minor details of his technical imprisonment, but instead a
    detailed account of Dobby warning him of a threat to the school.

    The letters from Katie were saved until last.

    While Neville and Fay were his best friends, and he knew that he needed that
    relationship with them, Katie was something so different from that. Dumbledore had
    said that it was love that gave him strength, and as he read her words to him, he
    questioned if this was it in material form. Every letter he had possessed this to
    some degree, but none of them would ever affect him as it would coming from her.

    The first one he read was just a normal, everyday correspondence letter; he read
    the second one and it appeared as though she was attempting to convey her annoyance
    to him. The next one seemed angry. Then, after that, he could almost taste her worry.
    The words that swam before him were no longer benefited by Katie's immaculate way of
    writing. It was rushed, frenzied. Harry's throat tightened as a thickness developed.
    This was the reason for leaving hers until last.

    He moved his finger over every word, memorising each line as he curled in under
    himself, trying to use the moonlight to see the words that brought life to each
    page.

    He read and reread each letter on each page, forcing them into memory when the
    light of a new day floated in through his window.

    He rummaged around the room. Though it was almost bare of his own belongings, the
    amount of stuff that his cousin Dudley had in his 'spare bedroom' was immense. He
    located a brand new pen in the wardrobe, as well as a completely unused notebook and
    began his response.

    The others he wrote to with whatever he could find, and whatever he could use; the
    response to Katie had to be perfect. He wrote and re-worded everything he could –
    each syllable sounded out in his head. There was no way that he was going to let her
    know what was occurring in Privet Drive. There was no way he was going to have her
    worry about him when he still did not believe he truly deserved it.

    It took the whole night and into the next morning, but the words had flowed out of
    him eventually, and he had drafted his response. He could only hope that she, and the
    others, could forgive him.

    He knew that he had to wait for each individual person to send another letter to
    him, though he found himself praying that they would deem him worthy of an actual
    response.

    For years, Harry had no one but himself. The personal hell he had endured and
    survived in this place had made him weak, not strong, this he knew. He had read and
    heard stories of those who possessed the strength of will to endure much, much worse
    and come out more powerful for it. He knew he was not one of those people.

    After so many years he had given up on ever being the normal that his Aunt and
    Uncle wanted him to be. He had endured the spite and disdain of Petunia as she worked
    him to the bone to make their lives so easy. The bully of a cousin he had would use
    him so as to vent all frustration and natural revulsion he had on him. But it was his
    Uncle that he feared. It was an emotion that he had tried so hard to remove from his
    being, but was so unable to do so. The pain that he would withstand because of him,
    both physical and mental, was immense.

    Harry Potter was weak, but he was being shown that it was okay to be so. It had
    started with Hagrid. A keeper of keys indeed, for he was the one who had found the
    prison door key, and brought him out into the real world. And it was, to say the
    least, magical.

    Hogwarts never seemed real. It was too perfect. Though there were some downward
    graces inside its walls, he nevertheless relished in its beauty. Never had he felt so
    human, so alive, as he did when he used his wand or flew on his broom. He felt as
    though he was king of the world, and each one of those he held dear were the ones who
    lifted him up.

    As he beheld each letter for each person, he reminisced on how every one of them
    made him feel so whole. The shadows rescinded around him in that spare bedroom, and
    not just because of the light of day. He forgot as if the last few weeks ever
    existed, wondering with a gale of innocent laughter he knew that things would keep
    getting better. He had to carry on as he understood his place in the world. He
    thought back on the lives of his parents and their sacrifice. He thought of the
    professors who would look at his with pride, who would tell him how much like James
    and Lily he was. And he would think back on the times he had with those who had made
    him feel the way he did right then and there.

    He would get through this. He would make it beyond this hiccough, and on September
    1st, through thick or thin, he would be boarding that great red train back to his
    true home.
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    Review response – First off, thanks for the positive response. Second, I
    understand your issue with Snape and the Dursley's. I do have something planned in
    future chapters to address those exact things you have described but am loath to say
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    story.

    When Harry awoke to the loud noise outside his bedroom window, of the many things
    he could have expected, to witness a sky blue Ford Anglia hovering just beyond the
    windowsill was not at the top of the list.

    Edging closer to the window, he looked outside to see one of the Weasley twins tie
    a length of rope around the bars trapping him in his room. The twin looked up, a grin
    growing quickly, as he waved him back.

    Harry fled to the other side of the room, having an inkling as to what was to
    occur next. The car revved its engine as it juddered to the side, forcing the metal
    rods keeping him trapped from the outside world to slide out of their holdings and
    into the bushes below.

    The passenger door opened, and Fred Weasley performed a near-acrobatic forward
    roll through Harry's window and into the room.

    "Hold the applause Harry," the grin only grew wider as Harry stepped forward in
    untold relief.

    "Fred? George? What are you doing here?"

    George mouthed 'are you serious' to him, while Fred simply snorted. "We don't hear
    from you since we all got back... you had everyone worried mate." A dark look crossed
    his face as he took everything in. "I guess I can see why now." He smacked Harry's
    back lightly. "Right then, Operation Save Harrikins is a go. Where's your stuff?"

    "It's downstairs. Locked."

    Fred rolled his head, cracking his neck theatrically. "Well then, it's a good
    thing I know a thing or two about breaking and entering." He pulled out a lock pick
    set from his pocket and began to pick the lock barring them inside the room. "Dad
    loves muggle stuff. We saw this once and decided that it's a good idea to know how to
    do this without magic." He definitely knew what he was doing. "Everyone always
    underestimates it when no magic is involved." There was a click and Fred stood up.
    "Come on then, you can give me a small tour."

    "We have to be quiet. They can't wake up. Please."

    Fred took note of the panic his friend was showing and nodded his head. He gave a
    thumbs-up to George and escorted Harry quietly to retrieve his belongings from the
    cupboard under the stairs.

    When that door was opened, Harry immediately blocked the view inside, instead
    sliding his belongings back towards where he knew Fred to be. "If you take that back
    upstairs," Harry informed him, "Then I'll follow you up there with everything
    else."

    Fred raised an eyebrow but decided to defer to his small friend. Taking a step at
    a time, Harry kept his mental fingers crossed that his heavy sleepers of a family
    would not find it the correct time to decide to awaken. His luck held out,
    fortunately, as without incident they managed to place everything into the car.

    Harry slid in beside Fred in the front seat, it dawning on him slowly that the
    whole car was magically expanded. With one brief look back at Privet Drive, he
    slammed the door closed and they departed. As he closed his eyes in relief, he
    imagined that he could hear the furious shouting of his uncle in the distance.

    Fred and George did not say a word about what they had stumbled onto, while Harry
    picked up Hedwig's cage, thankful that while waiting, George had unlocked it. "There
    you go girl," he smiled as she gave him an affectionate nip, hopping on top of his
    shoulder to preen his untidy locks.

    "One hell of a bird there Harry."

    He could only imagine the pride that Hedwig would be exuding at the words.

    "Do they... does your family know I'm coming?" he asked.

    "Well they were saying that they were gonna come pick you up at some point, I
    guess we just decided to go a bit early."

    In what seemed like no time at all, dawn began to break, and Harry noticed a
    large, impossible structure peaking over a hill in the distance. The car began to
    slow down as it began its controlled descent, finding a dirt track to use as a
    pseudo-runway.

    A sense of relief encompassed the three of them, as everything hit Harry at once.
    He was out.

    Between them, they brought his things inside, Fred and George cackling softly at
    the thrill of their adventure, while Harry only stared forward into space, a joy he
    couldn't describe inflating him to a new level of being. He inhaled deeply, the flow
    of this new air filling his lungs as he soaked in the whole scenario he had landed
    in.

    "Welcome to our home, Harry."

    They stood aside, holding the door open for him. As he entered the house, he could
    instantly tell the difference between the Weasley's home, and the Dursley's house.
    This place... it was lived in. There was evidence everywhere he turned his head to
    the chaos of the family. Instead of a clinical appearance, it was warm and homely. A
    far cry from the normality of Privet Drive.

    "What do you think?"

    He had no time to give words to his thoughts, the soft smile and accepting look
    enough for them to nod as one in simple delight, for a shrill voice interrupted him.
    "Where! Have! You! Been!?"

    A short, dumpy-looking woman appeared almost out of thin air, causing the three to
    jump at the unexpected appearance.

    "Ah."

    "Well."

    Both withered under the angry stare, which turned around completely when she took
    in their guest. "Oh my, you must be Harry. Come here, come here. Oh my, those muggles
    must not be feeding you. Just look, all skin and bones." He had no time to even
    respond as he was whisked away to a simple wooden dining table, and was pushed into
    one of the chairs. "Let's get some food in you, my dear." She turned to speak to her
    sons, a sharp look piercing them, "And we will have words about your recklessness
    later."

    "Yes, mum," they mirrored.

    Molly Weasley was a welcoming woman, though she seemed a tad overbearing for his
    liking. She had tried to bring him into what he was sure would be a tight hug, but
    jumped away slightly, which startled her enough to purse her lips at the action.

    He looked around the table, feeling oddly out of place in someone else's home,
    with the events of the morning continuously registering in his mind as having
    actually happened and wasn't another dream.

    "Of course, you will have to stay here for the rest of the summer."

    "Mrs Weasley, you don't have to do that."

    "Oh, don't be silly, dear. The boys say nothing but the best about you, and I
    won't be having you go back to those muggles this side of summer. No, you can share
    with Ronald, I bet he'd love to have a friend here."

    Harry decided to keep his mouth shut, knowing that though Ron and he had been
    civil with each other, the idea of them being friends was a bit of a stretch.

    The rest of the family drifted in slowly, starting with the patriarch, Arthur. He
    was a jolly sort of man, and Harry found himself warming to him quickly, seeing in
    him the same sort of manner as the twins in his personality. He had welcomed him
    warmly into his home, a hearty handshake as he began to pester him about the muggle
    world with childlike glee. Much to the consternation of his wife.

    He greeted Percy politely, who simply responded in kind, but it was with the
    youngest two that the issue lied.

    When Ron spotted Harry sitting at his table, he cycled through many different
    emotions: confusion, anger, followed by annoyance. He sat down at the table and
    glared at him, causing him to visibly withdraw into himself. The twins knew how to
    bring him out of the funk he was in, having a year of experience in it, and quickly
    Harry was ignoring him and was simply sitting there reservedly.

    "Mummy, have you seen..?" the decidedly female voice stopped short as Harry came
    into view. She squeaked audibly, hesitated for a second, and sprinted up the stairs,
    the wood banging until a door slammed above them.

    "Have I done something wrong?" he asked in his quiet manner, a little more
    dejected than usual.

    "Don't worry about it Harry," said Fred,

    George couldn't keep the smirk off his face. "Yeah, Gin-Gin's a huge fan."

    Harry groaned but was content. It was as if the last few weeks had meant nothing.
    That they were just falsifications of a tired mind. He had been released from his
    bonds and would try to appreciate every second he was free.
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    "What's floo?" Harry asked with confusion.

    The days had gone by smoothly. Or as smooth as they possibly could. He was
    constantly lethargic, as he had no sense of purpose; all his vitality had been
    completely spent. He did not like freeloading off of the kindness of others, but Mrs
    Weasley would hear none of it.

    "I don't care Harry. You are our guest here," she would say every time he
    attempted to aid around the house.

    Secretly he was glad. The twins kept his mind occupied, knowing that what they had
    stumbled onto in their daring rescue was only the tip of the iceberg. He was also
    positive that they heard his moans in the night as the nightmares consumed him, for
    he would wake drenched in sweat and clutching his cursed hand. He would dream of
    everything, but the worst feeling in that land of the subconscious was the feeling of
    isolation.

    When he was rested enough, he had sent an ecstatic Hedwig off with his letters,
    all with addendums of the 'Anglia Incident', and his new occupancy at the Burrow. He
    did not have to wait long for the responses to come back, and he managed to breathe a
    sigh of relief that none of them hated him. Their letters contained nothing but
    support and affection that had him trembling with the release of all pessimism at the
    good fortune he had obtained.

    Katie's was the last one to arrive; he had been uncontainable while he waited for
    the letter. He was completely unable to sit still and would drop down into severe
    depression at the inkling that she wanted nothing to do with him. The Weasley's would
    try to bring him back up, and he appreciated their tries, but nothing could make him
    smile until he read her words.

    Afterwards, Fred and George observed his mood increase sharply back to near what
    it was on the halcyon days when they just lounged about in the common room, no
    worries apart from a boring essay to write.

    "Floo, Harry, is this powder," Arthur lifted a small pot full of what looked like
    ash. "You take a pinch, only a pinch mind, then toss it into the fire, step into it
    as you speak your destination. In our case, it's 'the Leaky Cauldron'."

    Their Hogwarts letters had arrived that morning, and the family had been waiting
    for this moment so as to do their summer shopping in Diagon Alley. It being Ginny
    Weasley's first year, as well as Harry knowing that his home lay just over the
    horizon, there was much excitement throughout the Burrow in the lead up to this
    point.

    Now, Harry was stood in front of a large fireplace, the Weasley family grouped up
    beside him as they were explaining how they were to get to Diagon Alley. Harry
    followed the given instruction, taking a small finger-full of the proffered powder.
    He faced towards the lowly glow of the burning hearth and stepped forward
    uncertainly.

    Mr Weasley placed a gentle hand on his shoulder, causing Harry to look up at the
    man.

    "We'll be right behind you Harry."

    Harry dipped his head once and hesitantly stepped forward. "Leaky Cauldron!"

    The flames turned green as he walked into the flames. Panic set in as a whirl of
    colours and scenes filled his sight. Countless fireplaces flew past his face until
    one appeared before him out of seemingly nowhere. Without any way to avoid the
    oncoming hearth as his body slammed into it full force. Harry shot out with a yelp,
    sliding on a wooden floor to the sound of startled laughter and a cloud of soot.

    "Blimey Harry, what the hell was that?" Fred snickered, unable to help
    himself.

    "I don't think I like floo," Harry groaned.

    Another whoosh came from the fire as George appeared next. He took one look at
    Harry and joined in his brother's mirth.

    "Oh dear," said Arthur when he emerged. He took out his wand, waving it at Harry,
    removing the soot and ash clinging to his body, much to his appreciation. "Think
    nothing of it, my boy."

    Harry had been so full of surprise and wonder when he came to the street the year
    before. 'Has it really been a year already?' He had been so overwhelmed by what was
    going on that he did not take the time to really look at the shops themselves.

    He had more than enough money, that he had thankfully hidden in his trunk knowing
    that his relatives would never want to look in there, so he had no need to make a
    withdrawal from Gringotts. Harry would have gone with them to the bank, but a
    black-haired missile slammed into him at blinding speed before anyone had
    realised.

    "Harry! Let me look at you. You look so thin, those horrible muggles! And that
    House Elf! I'm guessing Dumbledore doesn't know anything? Oh, I missed you
    Harry."

    "Lay off a little bit there Katie, I think you're doing him in a little."

    Harry had not realised how much tension his body was holding until he fully
    observed the flushed face of his friend, who had not let go of him. He leaned in
    slightly, resting his forehead on her collar as he smiled.

    The rest of the Weasley's deliberately turned away, "We'll meet you all in Blotts
    at half 11 before lunch. Lockhart's doing his book signing, and we will not be
    missing it," Mrs Weasley called out. The twins both rolled their eyes, but smirked
    and bid a quick goodbye as they followed on after their family.

    Katie and Harry's hands met in a natural intertwining as she dragged him to her
    parents who were poorly hiding chuckles at her excitable chattering. Her parents had
    seen and heard about the connection their daughter and the boy-who-lived shared, and
    after meeting him for the first time, saw an emotionally fragile child who had
    latched onto the person who had shown the most compassion to him. They held a sorrow
    that someone who was so revered by the Wizarding world had to resort to such an
    action, but were more proud of Katie than she could ever realise for being the loving
    girl she was.

    The four of them found an easy rhythm as they shopped, re-entering the apothecary
    for Harry to pick up his necessary ingredients, and then continued on with their
    purchases in the Alley.

    Katie, it seemed, was a huge fan of this 'Gilderoy Lockhart' character. As was her
    mother, and most other women it seemed. Mr Bell had only found their actions humorous
    and told Harry that it was something that he would have to get used to.

    Harry was not sure exactly what he meant, but could only agree that it was strange
    to see his friend act so weird.

    When they arrived at the designated time by the entrance of the book shop, none of
    them could see beyond the heads of a horde of people filling the aisles. One of the
    twins was waiting for them however, commonplace grin for the world to see as he led
    them to where the rest of his family has saved them a space in the line.

    The voice of the man was slime in his ears. He looked around him and saw the
    fluttering of eyelashes, burning faces, and glazed eyes. But he looked at him. His
    appearance was almost perfect, his words were careful and polished. But Harry knew
    what to look for, and he did not like what he saw. Mrs Bell and Weasley, Ginny and
    Katie. All of them were enthralled by this person who smiled brightly as the bulbs
    flashed and voices sighed.

    He saw ahead of the thin line of verbal vomit spewing forth from between this
    man's perfect lips and teeth. This man was a demon, a succubus in disguise. Bile rose
    in his throat, wanting to get away from this peacock of a man, but alas it was not to
    be.

    "Could that be... it is, it's Harry Potter." He was too close, hands had grabbed
    him, tearing him bodily away from Fred and George and Katie. The twins hardened their
    postures, while Katie seemed confused but still smitten. He was pleading. Arthur
    knew. He tried to stop but the crowd pushed him back.

    It was tight, the claws held him. He was panicking. He couldn't breathe. He wanted
    Katie. She had held his hand so tight, and it made being there bearable, but no, he
    didn't like it. He wanted to go home. He paled. Cold, sticky sweat running in tracks
    invisible to the bright lights and excited onlookers.

    He was doing so well. Getting better. But it was all threatened as some tried to
    get at him while the camera's flashed and the beast spoke Faustian words. "And of
    course, young Harry here, and all students of Hogwarts will have the privilege of me,
    Gilderoy Lockhart, as their new Defence Against the Dark Arts Teacher."

    "No", he moaned unheard.

    "And here, Harry Potter, a hero trying to live up to the greatest standards that I
    myself uphold, has given me the pleasure to provide him with his years' books list
    free of charge." The applause rose in tempo as Harry stared, terror flooding him,
    mind folding, emotions sinking.

    Then it was over as Katie was stroking his back tenderly, crouched down as his
    head rested in the crook of her neck. She refused to let him see her fury, letting
    him calm down after what he had just undergone. When she saw the blond hair of Draco
    Malfoy approaching, she pulled back, slipping her hand into its natural position,
    fingers lacing together as she tugged him away from the crowd and into the fresh
    air.

    Katie was still comforting her friend when they turned, shocked, as Mr Weasley and
    another man tumbled out of the shop.

    Harry was not sure what exactly was transpiring in front of them but could detect
    the animosity between the two men easily. The rest of the gaggle of redheads followed
    Arthur out of the shop, and young Malfoy, as well as a woman, exited behind, going up
    to the man. Their vision stuck on him, a sneer developing on the Draco causing Harry
    to turn into Katie's embrace as an ugly feeling filled him up.

    He ignored the group as they moved away from the events that had taken place,
    questions on the lips of Molly Weasley interrupted by the scolding she was giving her
    husband.

    All that work he had put into himself was drying up. But he had three people with
    him who soothed him and brought him calm. He could feel the humour and mischief of
    Fred and George, memories of laughter and joy surfacing, mixed with the soothing
    sincerity Katie drew out of him. It was just a relapse, he repeated like a
    mantra.

    Katie's parents were telling her to return home when the Weasley's would with
    promises made by Molly and Arthur to make sure she left safe. They were proud of
    their daughter, but to see two children still so young form an intense connection
    that they had done worried them. They would have words with Katie when she returned
    home, but for then decided to let the innocent actions be.

    The last stop of the day was to be Ollivander's for Ginny's wand, but they first
    dropped off at Florean Fortescue's for an ice cream to cool everyone down. Harry paid
    for his and Katie's, much to her dismay, and sat there in a content silence, cones in
    one hand, the other entangled with each other's.

    Only the twins and Ron noticed the dark look crossing over Ginevra Weasley while
    she stared unashamedly as the two of them. Fred and George knew that their sister had
    a huge crush on Harry Potter, most young girls their age had dreamed of the storybook
    hero, and were growing slightly concerned at the way she was watching how the two
    acted with each other. Ron, in his own words, thought that 'she was simply mental,
    he's not that great', and decided to simply ignore the situation.

    Ginny Weasley didn't know what to think as wand after wand was thrust into her
    waiting arms. Harry had greeted the man amicably, to the astonishment of all, and sat
    in the corner talking quietly to that Katie girl.

    Her brows furrowed in anger at the girl. Her mother had told her stories of the
    boy-who-lived since she was swathed in nappies. Over the years the adoration of Harry
    had grown to extreme heights; it was so much so that she would dream of their wedding
    long in the future.

    When Harry had arrived at their home she had been shocked, which led way to the
    thrill of knowing that he would be in her home. She could just picture it in her
    fantasies. How he would get to know her, then as time went on, they would fall in
    love and that would be that. Yet, he was so different from what she imagined him to
    be.

    He was so quiet, and he looked constantly ill, like all the vigour in his soul was
    escaping. He was small too, smaller than her for sure. Fred and George had told the
    family of his incredible skill with magic, and on a broom (the important part of his
    story), but she found it difficult to connect the thought of that version of the boy,
    to the one that she saw before her.

    She did not know what to make of him, but she knew for sure that she could not for
    a single second like the girl who was all over him. When they had paid for her wand
    (Harry had demanded to be able to do it to repay them and would not take
    no for an answer), he had stayed to talk convivially with the strange old man.
    Once more she spotted their hands together. She saw how she looked at him, and how he
    was when he was with that girl. She wanted him to be like that with her, not with
    anyone else. And this is what she wrote in the diary her parents had bought her. The
    nice man in the book, Tom, was so sensitive. He always knew just what to say to make
    her feel better.

    
    11111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111

    On the last day of August, Fred and George challenged Ron and Harry to pick up
    game of Quidditch. Obviously it was not to be a serious game, as for a start they did
    not have any of the regulation balls, and they were restricted to a single field.

    "My word," Arthur called out. "I know they said he was brilliant on a broom, but
    this is not what I expected."

    To him and Molly, it was like watching a world-class dancer perform for the
    privileged few. The broomstick appeared like an extension of his body; it was an
    extra limb that moved with thought not gesture.

    George had given up trying to keep up with Harry's flying, deciding to instead
    hover on his Cleansweep next to an awed Ginny and a gruff Ron. "Oh, this isn't even
    the best of it. Give him a Quidditch pitch and you get something so much better."

    "He could go pro."

    "Hey Ronnikins, imagine if he plays for the Cannons."

    "Seriously, he's so young but flying like that is... it's amazing. I remember the
    games when I was at Hogwarts, and I've seen a couple of international." He stopped
    talking as he gathered his words. "I wouldn't be surprised if in a few years he'd be
    scouted professionally."

    "Surely Arthur, he isn't that good." Her mouth was a thin line at the
    death-defying plays he was making, content grin permanently etched on his face.

    "Mum, you should have seen his last match. I reckon if McGonagall wasn't so happy
    with us winning, she'd have throttled him for his moves. He's better than good. He's
    a bloody natural."

    Molly would normally have reprimanded her son for his language, but she was too
    mesmerised by what she was watching.

    When Harry had entered their home, she took one look at him and decided to treat
    him as one of her own. As long as anyone was under her roof they were under her
    protection; that person was more than a guest. The Weasley's were an open and
    welcoming family, which served as a great disappointment for the 'cause' that such
    pure-blooded examples would devolve themselves as such 'traitors'. Harry seemed so
    weak, so delicate as if he was brittle glass. He looked so... broken. She had steeled
    herself when she saw the young man, and opened her arms to him, trying so hard to
    make him feel a part of the family.

    He was comfortable, more than comfortable really, with her twin sons. They would
    make him laugh when he seemed to want to cry, make him happy when he was sad. The two
    never had a serious side to them, but she could say easily that she was proud of
    them, especially now.

    She was uncomfortable at first with his relationship with the Bell girl. But after
    that incident with Lockhart... he was lost, floundering in the depths. But the girl
    pulled him out. So she let it be.

    But she watched. She watched his face light up in pure bliss, and all she could
    feel was her heart bleed for such a poor boy.
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    Harry did not quite know what to make of the chaos in the morning of Tuesday,
    September 1st 1992.

    He had awoken early, as was part of his usual routine, and sat affixed to the rays
    of dawn's first light cresting the rolling hills surrounding the Burrow. He had
    always found such a sight calming after Katie and Angelina once took him to the top
    of the Astronomy Tower to enjoy his first sunrise. In that moment, sandwiched between
    the two, he had felt the power of the act being witnessed.

    Molly was up along with him, chatting away friendly enough, and plying hot coffee
    into his hands while fixing him up a greasy breakfast. The younger Weasley's groaned
    as they filed in one by one to get their morning sustenance.

    Harry was, of course, already packed and waiting to go. His leg was bouncing to an
    unheard beat. The tempo consistent as his nerves frayed in his impatience. He wanted
    to return to Hogwarts and he did not wish to miss the train. They had to be there for
    11 am, and it was reaching half 7 already.

    "Calm yourself, Harry, we'll get there on time."

    "I'm sorry, sir. It's just... Hogwarts," he finished lamely.

    Arthur hid behind his own steaming mug. "Yes, I do remember. The magic of
    Hogwarts." He sighed wistfully. "I remember meeting Molly there, how young we both
    were... A part of me wishes I could go back. The best 7 years of your life Harry.
    Don't waste it."

    "I won't sir," he promised.

    Arthur saw the way his face was set, exhaling slowly. 'Sometimes I forget. He
    really does mean it.'

    It took another half an hour, but they were ready. Arthur led the group to the
    family car, a sight to see to fit eight people into a car that really shouldn't fit
    that much.

    "It'll be a bit of a trip, but I have a shortcut for this boys, just you watch."
    He winked at the people behind him as Molly began a diatribe of what she knew he
    wanted to do.

    "Arthur it's..."

    "Perfectly safe." He glanced at the black haired boy sitting by the driver's side
    window. "I'll turn us invisible, and be over there in an hour. Two tops. And no one
    will notice. I've tested it, trust me, it'll work."

    Harry smiled faintly at Mr Weasley while exclaims of excitement filled the
    car.

    Every one of them stared out of the windows, seeing the world while it couldn't
    see them. Harry's mind landed on his Invisibility Cloak kept at the bottom of his
    trunk. To be able to go by unseen was an opportunity that Harry enjoyed to be able to
    pursue, and after what had happened between him and Malfoy at the end of the previous
    year, he knew he had to be careful. So he had promised Katie after he told her about
    the cloak that if he was not with someone, he would try to wear it for his own
    protection.

    Mr Weasley was correct. It only took just over an hour to arrive at King's Cross
    Station.

    This time last year, Harry had butterfly's fluttering in his stomach, sweat poured
    off of him, and he believed he would pass out with the strain of it all.

    This year, he was to re-enter the world with friends at his side and hope in his
    heart.

    The strange-looking group pushed through the early morning crowds, drawing looks
    from passers-by. 'If only they knew,' Harry grinned wryly.

    He could see it in front of him. His goal was right there and nothing was going to
    stop him from getting there. His pace quickened more than he was already going. The
    Weasley's were a little ways behind him, but his feet picked up speed. The wall was
    right there. Right in front of him.

    Then it was behind him as he crashed into the brick, luggage flying every which
    way.

    "Oi! What's goin' on 'ere?"

    "Ah, sorry, my good man. Harry here picked a trolley with a wonky wheel. I know,
    terrible. You know how it is. Yes, yes, we'll be careful. Have a good day
    yourself."

    Mr Weasley turned away from the train warden, placing his arms under Harry's so to
    pick him off the floor. He could feel how light the boy was, and how much he was
    trembling.

    "I...I...I"

    "Hmm, the wall's been sealed magically." Arthur's musing brought him back to
    reality, the redhead's looking on questioningly. "I'm not great with wards and such,
    but it should be pretty simple to remove it. Even if Bill would be the expert." He
    stealthily pulled out his wand, muttering something which made every muggle nearby
    walk off elsewhere. He then turned to the wall and began speaking different
    incantations, eventually finding the correct one as he made a noise of
    exuberance.

    "That's got it. I would have said this was either Fred or George's work, but they
    were already with us."

    The others had already picked Harry's things up and placed them back on the
    trolley. He looked apologetically at a ruffled Hedwig and stepped through the wall,
    and once again saw the Hogwarts Express.

    He had honestly believed, for a fraction of a second, the creations of his psyche
    in the dark days back in Privet Drive. That this was all in his head. That he was
    making this all up to escape from his punishment at Privet Drive. But then Mr Weasley
    was there, and Mrs Weasley, and Fred and George. And so he calmed down, reassuring
    himself that his future was bright. The present may be murky, but he could begin to
    see the forest for the trees.

    Others may have said that he lacked a fundamental feeling of self-worth. But with
    time and help, he was improving. For the first time, in the summer, he had
    experienced the sight of what a true family was, and he knew that that was what he
    wanted. Something so simple. As they strolled through the growing crowd, he dwelt on
    what he saw in the Mirror. And on that figure that stood with his reflection.

    While the two eldest Weasley's were seeing off their children for another year
    away from them, Harry could only watch on as his gut churned in a forgotten
    feeling.

    Slight bitterness developed in his mouth as an itching feeling struck his temple.
    He tilted his head side to side, but everywhere he could see the same images struck
    him. Mothers and fathers seeing off their children, while he remained there, alone.
    His head ducked as he tried to excavate this feeling from his heart, commiserating at
    the unfairness of it all.

    "Harry dear," came the cry of the Weasley matriarch. "You look after yourself too.
    Know that our home is always open to you." He could only stare gormlessly, his words
    coming out without a single gear spinning.

    "You didn't have to. I mean, thank you. I mean it." Other inane platitudes spilt
    out of his mouth, but turned away red-faced, now itching beneath his eyes, and headed
    into the train to try and find a compartment.

    "Harry," a voice called out. He turned his stare from the floor, upwards; Alicia
    waving half hanging out of a cabin. "Over here, I've got us a compartment saved."

    He hurried over to find the other two chasers chatting amicably, and received
    welcoming hugs from all three of them.

    Harry leant into the long seat, feet propped up on the edge of the one in front of
    him, and resting his head on the cool glass of the window. The cabin grew fuller with
    the addition of Neville, Fay, Fred and George - Ron and Ginny ignoring the group as
    they moved on to find a different place to sit.

    He basked in the feeling of completeness as worries began to wash off of him, the
    others bringing him into their conversations, while joyously embracing his
    willingness to participate and not shy away. A complete far cry from the Harry Potter
    they once knew.

    Oliver Wood and Lee Jordan stopped by to say their greetings, expressing base
    niceties beyond the common expectations. Minute by minute, the shadows that were
    thinned already from his rescue and beyond, were receding back into the dark pit
    located in his heart.

    With each laugh and exuberant cry, Harry remembered why he needed Hogwarts.
    Subtly, magic was being brought into conversation, Quidditch being discussed, and
    expectations of the year debated.

    "I thought so too, but you should have seen him with Harry." Katie's face darkened
    as they discussed the inclusion of one Gilderoy Lockhart as a member of staff. The
    boy in question tried to ignore what they were saying, instead, he decided on losing
    himself in the now heated game of exploding snap. Fred had already singed his lashes,
    and he was sure that he could smell his burning hair.

    "He can't have been that bad?"

    "Angelina, trust me, he's bad news."

    The girls looked sceptical, whilst Neville and Fay exchanged looks. To them, it
    just seemed that Harry couldn't get a break.

    "It's always lively with you, isn't it Harry?" Fay asked amusedly.

    The half-grin that accompanied the words did not fill her with much
    confidence.

    It seemed like no time at all had passed when the Express whistled the warning
    that it was about to reach Hogsmeade Station. The girls kicked the boys out into the
    corridor as they changed from their regular clothing and into their robes; they
    exchanged positions just as easy. Though Harry and Neville were red faced when they
    re-entered due to the suggestive nature of the Weasley twins' words. A quick smack to
    the back of their heads for "corrupting their innocent minds" put a quick stop to it,
    however.

    Katie looped her right arm with his left as they departed the carriage, spring in
    her step and delight in her speech. Harry could only concur with how she was acting.
    His home was just over in the distance, and he couldn't wait to see the halls, the
    portraits, the spells, the teachers, and everything else. He subtly pinched his leg
    just to double check that he wasn't slumbering in a cupboard under the stairs
    still.

    "We take the carriages up to the gates now that you're in second year," she
    explained. "They're pulled along by magic. All part of the charm I suppose."

    "Where are they?" asked Harry, seeing carriages, but not ones pulled along by
    magic.

    Her eyebrow lifted slightly as she looked at him bemused.

    "Those ones Harry," Fay pointed. "I'm going to assume anyway, seeing that nothings
    pulling them along."

    "But there are horses. They're right there."

    "Harry I don't think they can see them."

    "What do you mean Nev?"

    His friend seemed shaken. "Harry, have you seen how they look?"

    He peered forward, trying to understand where he was coming from. He disentangled
    his arm from Katie's, who along with the others were staring concernedly at him. He
    took a tentative step to the horse-like creature. There was no warmth coming from it,
    but he could see into its eyes as it turned to him.

    It exuded an innocent feel; the creature may have seemed terrifying to look at,
    but as Harry raised his hand to run his hand down the back of its neck, it made a
    pleased snort and playfully bumped his head with its own.

    "Harry," Alicia yelped, "Your hair just moved on its own."

    "It's not on its own, it's the horse."

    "A Thestral, Potter," said a passing Ravenclaw. "Hogwarts has a load of them.
    They're what pull the carriages."

    Fay pulled his hand, dragging him to an open carriage that contained Neville and
    Katie inside already.

    Harry knew little about the creatures as he turned in his seat to see out of the
    window. Neville shook slightly while he stared straight ahead. "Why can we see them,
    Harry? Why can't the others?"

    Harry's brows furrowed as he thought on what he knew about them, which admittedly
    was not a whole lot. He took out his wand, scrutinizing the piece of wood before him.
    "My core is a tail hair," he said simply.

    "Of what? A Thestral?" Fay asked.

    He nodded in agreement, tuning out the conversation that built up around their own
    wand cores, while he kept his gaze on the skeletal creatures taking him home.

    The images of the (in his mind) sad looking animals were forcefully removed when
    he walked into the entrance hall once more. The group of Gryffindor's reunited and
    jovially headed into the Great Hall to take a seat at their House's long table.

    The feeling of returning home after a long journey pervaded his skin, reaching
    deep inside of him. He saw Malfoy on his own table making gestures and guffawing
    idiotically in his direction. It seemed as though he had not learned his lesson from
    the year before, but Harry just ignored his stupidity. He doubted the boy would be as
    brazen as he had been, but he would still try to avoid him as much as he could.

    The group sat together, with each of them welcomed and welcoming the returning
    students that they knew. Harry peered around the room as everyone began to become
    more settled. The mood became gradually more subdued with each table becoming more
    full – the staff seating themselves.

    Harry spotted the teachers he was most acquainted with, giving them shy waves
    which were reciprocated, although Hagrid's was far more exuberant than the rest.

    He wished he had eaten more of the sweets they had bought on the train, but he had
    wanted to save some for later. The regret became more evident as muted complaints
    filled the air at the knowledge that there needed to be a sorting before any of that
    could come to pass.

    The doors opened and a trail of first years followed Professor McGonagall into the
    hall. "Do you think we looked that scared?"

    "Oh you looked worse lickle Nevvy," whispered Fred in return.

    Harry spotted Ginny quite easily among the throng of new starters standing next to
    another girl with long white-blonde hair. He tried to show support to her when she
    noticed him looking at her, but she just ducked her head down. The girl next to her,
    almost glazed eyes tracking him, mouthed something that he could not quite grasp, and
    could no longer see them as they moved toward the staff table.

    The girl, Luna Lovegood apparently, was sorted into Ravenclaw, while a sigh of
    relief spread throughout the resident redheads at Ginny's sorting into the House of
    Lions.

    "Proud of you, Ginevra," he could hear Percy shout down the table.

    The girl took a seat next to Hermione Granger, who was welcoming her happily, and
    her brother Ron, who was appearing more impatient than anything.

    "Congratulation Ginny," he told her a little louder than normal as he had to talk
    over the din of the hall. The girl just did not want to hold a conversation with him,
    but he took it all in stride, only sending positive waves over. He knew what it was
    like to be so reserved in a new place, of course.

    After what was surely a rousing speech by their Headmaster, who had decided to go
    bright purple in his attire, much to Harry's amusement, the feast could begin.

    Once again, the food was indulgent, though Harry only sampled the meal, lacking a
    large appetite as per the norm. His belly became filled though, and was content once
    more with the cooking. His lids were getting heavy, and he wished for his bed at that
    moment.

    Katie poked his ribs softly, a small smirk at seeing him begin to flag in his
    seat. "Wake up sleepyhead." He wanted to bat that look away, but he mirrored her
    humour tiredly. "Won't be too long, then we can get you right to bed."

    It was not long after that Katie and Fay walked either side of him, helping him up
    to the common room, hiding genial smirks. Angelina, walking in front, said the
    password to the Fat Lady when they reached the seventh floor, and let them back into
    their living area.

    The warm colours, roaring fire, and familiar feel of the Gryffindor common room
    brought back pleasant memories over the previous year of the lot of them just...
    being there.

    "Okay Neville, I'm releasing him into your hands. Make sure Harry gets into bed
    fine will you?" Katie whispered conspiratorially.

    "You can count on me." He saluted mockingly, causing a burst of laughter as Harry
    smiled the exchange. The walk had woken him up slightly, but he definitely needed his
    sleep.

    He bid his female friend's goodnight, stopping for a quick embrace from them
    first, then followed his male friends up the stairs to the boys' dormitories.

    He giggled when he had to stop Neville from walking into their old dorm, reminding
    him that they must continue up the stairs to the second year room. Fred and George
    bid them "adieu and sweet dreams" as they continued up the stairs to their own
    floor.

    The door was already open as they walked in. Dean and Seamus greeted them amiably,
    snorting as Ron stumbled in moaning about something or other.

    "Good summer guys?" Dean questioned.

    Harry liked his dorm mates... for the most part. Seamus was the comedian of the
    five second year Gryff boys. He was bawdier than the Weasley twins, but they got on
    well enough. Dean, a muggleborn, was outgoing and likeable. He would take a genuine
    interest in what other people talked about, and like Harry, found a variety of
    different aspects of magic incredibly fascinating. He was also the one that, to
    Harry's embarrassment, created artistic banners for when Gryffindor played in the
    Quidditch Cup.

    "Yeah, not to bad mate, yourself?"

    Neville was, of course, his best friend, a spot shared by Fay, and like himself
    had increased in confidence greatly since the Sorting Hat was placed on their
    heads.

    As he changed he took note of the final member of their group. He and Ron Weasley
    should have been friends, all things considered, if Harry was more outgoing and
    less... emotionally fragile. He seemed likeable enough, but Harry disliked his lack
    of work ethic, his weak moral fibre, as well as his general selfish nature. He found
    it difficult to compare him with his close friendship with the twins. The sounds of
    the room droned on as his eyes closed and breathing evened out. The bed was not the
    biggest, nor the most comfortable in the world. But it was his. His scars were calm
    that night, and he slept without worry.
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    Harry found himself sat next to Katie, enjoying going back to their morning
    breakfast ritual the next day. They sat in content silence as the morning light
    streamed in through stained glass. The illusionary ceiling, bewitched to reflect the
    outside sky, showed colours of blue, grey, and red as the morning haze illuminated
    the room.

    Flitwick waved happily over to him, and Sprout raised her goblet when he bid her a
    good morning. Professor McGonagall, spotting that only he and Katie of her lions were
    awake as of then, came over to welcome them back.

    "Mr Potter, Miss Bell, greetings to you both once more." She opened a large book
    full of loose sheets of parchment. "Miss Bell, your third year timetable. I see you
    have chosen Divination and Arithmancy. A future seer perhaps?"

    Katie waved a denial. "Ah, no Professor. I just thought they both looked
    interesting. Mum took Arithmancy and said it helps with most professions so I
    followed her advice."

    "I'm only jesting Miss Bell. And Mr Potter, I expect to see a continuation of your
    academics this year."

    "Of course Professor," he answered politely.

    "Words have been had with certain people, so I do believe that some issues you
    found with your last year may alter in your favour." Harry's surprise must have shown
    as the woman chuckled. "If there are any further problems, please come directly to
    me. The Headmaster has seen fit to have... a conversation with some of the
    professors."

    "Thank you," he said in a neutral voice. He looked over at the resident Potions
    professor. 'If Fred or George were here, I would bet them a Galleon that he's
    horrible to me within minutes.'

    "Anyway, welcome back you two, and Mr Potter, your timetable." She placed it in
    his hands, and he glanced at his schooling week to the sound of her heels clacking on
    the stone floor.

    He glanced down at what exactly his year entailed.

    Monday – (No Lessons Scheduled)

    Tuesday – Defence Against the Dark Arts – 11.30 am-2 pm

    Wednesday – Charms 9 am – 11.30 am, Herbology 2 pm-5 pm

    Thursday – History of Magic 9am-11.30pm, Potions 12pm-2pm, Transfiguration
    2.30pm-5.30pm Astronomy 10pm-12am

    Friday – (No Lessons Scheduled)

    Katie turned when she saw Harry's blatant wince as his weekly schedule.

    "Oh my, that's... very unfortunate."

    "At least my week's over with Thursdays."

    "Hmm, I've got Lockhart after lunch today. A free morning for me, thank
    Merlin."

    At least it was Flitwick first, and he could handle Professor Sprout well enough.
    Although, when he cycled through the heavy Thursdays he could not help but groan. At
    any rate, he had his favourite lesson after his least, so that was something at
    least.

    "Why the long face?" Harry saw a still yawning Neville sit opposite him, the
    Weasley twins sliding in drowsily next to him.

    "Schedule," he said shortly. "Trust me, Nev, you won't like tomorrow. Eat up,
    we've got Charms at 9." He brought out his wand, thankful for the spell that
    Professor Flitwick told him to look up. "Tempus". The numbers floating in
    his mind's eye told the time, and he nodded, realising he had plenty of time to go
    and get his schooling stuff for the day before lessons began.

    Having said friendly 'good morning's' to his circle as and when they arrived, when
    it got nearer to the time for class to start, Harry pulled Neville and Fay with him
    back to Gryffindor Tower so as to get their needed items.

    "Good morning Ginny," he greeted as he passed the reserved looking girl, belatedly
    spotting the airy seeming girl sat next to her. "And," he paused as he tried to
    remember her name. "Luna?"

    "Good morning Harry Potter," she said dreamily.

    Harry smiled politely at the two, carrying on back to his journey.

    Not 25 minutes later he was waiting outside a fourth floor classroom, once again
    wondering at the strange habits of the magical world and its lack of common sense.
    'Why can't we just have set rooms?'

    He idly noted that this year it would be Slytherins they would be sharing Flitwick
    with; only Tracey appeared to be able to not have a scowl adorning her face. 'She's
    too different compared to the rest of them.'

    "Come in class, come in," Harry's mood lifted considerably – he had spotted
    Malfoy's miserable face already. The blond boy shouldered passed him to get into the
    room, not even sparing a glance behind to view his work.

    Fay seemed to want to say something but Harry beat her to it. "Please, Fay, just
    leave it. He isn't worth it."

    "He has a point Dunbar," came a spritely voice.

    "Tracey."

    "Harry." She barely spared a look at Neville and Fay, who walked further in while
    shaking their heads. "I don't think your friends like me very much Potter."

    It was lucky that his voice was naturally quiet, so he didn't have to lower it too
    much while speaking to her. "Yes, well, I think your housemates not liking me may
    have something to do with that."

    She snorted, not saying anything more as she walked over to the only person he'd
    seen her hang around with, Lily Moon.

    "I don't get why you like that Snake so much," grumbled Ron from behind him.

    "She isn't so bad when you get to know her, Ron." He ignored the continued
    grumblings of the boy as he focused on the beginning of the lesson.

    "Welcome back, welcome back. And welcome one and all to another year at Hogwarts."
    Flitwick beamed down at them all from atop a large stack of heavy-looking textbooks.
    He had been curious once and innocently inquired as to what was written in them in
    front of an alarmed McGonagall. The man had laughed uproariously, compared him to
    similar words asked by his mother, and informed him that they were all blank. There
    was no way he was going to let perfectly good books be ruined by someone standing on
    them.

    "This year, we will be learning spells with more complexity than the introductory
    ones of last year. We will, however, remain on the subject of non-tangible aspects of
    charmwork. Now, for today's lesson, we will be studying and performing, a simple
    heating charm. Its purpose is for a far greater area of effect than what you will be
    used to. Now..."

    He was half-expecting to see mockery escape from the Slytherin side as the spells
    were being cast. Due to the complexity of needing emphasis on the timing input in
    order to maximise the power output of the spell, Harry was struggling to adapt with
    his wand. Instead of a wider, more static heating charm, he instead created a
    temporary wave of warmth that dissipated as soon as it brushed over him.

    Instead, he got snide looks and tittering between them. Malfoy looked particularly
    like a stuffed peacock when Flitwick awarded him and Hermione points for getting the
    spell correct first amongst their peers.

    Fay gave him a look of reassurance as Harry turned away, an ugly feeling of
    inadequacy welling up. Professor Flitwick reassured him that it would be only a minor
    setback for some of the charm spells going forward.

    "Harry," he said as the others began filing out after the lesson ended. "Don't
    worry so much about this kind of spell. Yes, you may need to work on it and spells
    further on. On the opposite side of this, there will be some charms that you, as well
    as your unique wand condition, will be perfectly suited for."

    Harry bid him a good day as he left, reminded as to why the diminutive man was his
    favourite teacher, and a promise to join him for a spot of tea at the weekend.

    Flitwick was correct, however, as he noticed Malfoy's downcast face when he
    realised that Harry had easily gotten the quick-freeze spell accomplished a week
    later.

    That afternoon's next lesson, saw Harry and Fay enjoy the sight of their friend in
    his complete element. Hermione attempted many times to bring the teacher's attention
    onto her. Sprout ultimately decided to continue her fairness in divvying up the
    questions across the other Gryffs and her Puffs.

    "Why is my plant screaming so much?"

    Neville deftly handled the Mandrake in his arms, repotting with what seemed to be
    experienced ease. Once more Harry believed that if he could get over his lack of
    confidence that he could perform so much better in education.

    "You need to be more firm with it, Fay. Too little grip and it sort of senses
    weakness. Too much and you make it painful."

    Fay glared at the ugly plant held aloft by her head. "I'll give you something to
    scream about in a moment you little monster."

    Harry softly laughed into his Herbalist's apron at her predicament.

    "I don't know why you're laughing so much Potter," she said with faux haughtiness.
    "I mean, look at your little beast."

    He diverted his attention to the mewling plant he had hastily replanted, seeing
    excess soil surrounding the work surface. "I'm not the only one though. I can't deal
    with the screeching. Too much for me, I think. Besides, you are definitely
    complaining for the both of us."

    "Prat!"

    The others in the class who had noticed the movements could only shake their heads
    at the scene of a joyous trio. Apart from their usual friendship group, they never
    really deigned to interact more with any of their year mates in an increased social
    manner.

    Many of them had come to Hogwarts with the expectation of getting to know the
    famous Harry Potter, yet instead found their interactions left wanting. Within time,
    they had realised that he was just another student, exceptional it seemed at most
    magics, but in all, to them, he was but a quiet, studious boy. Sprout smiled as she
    saw the trio laughing with each other, shaking her head at the shocked looks on the
    other students who weren't as accustomed to the limited boisterousness being
    shown.

    "Alright you three, calm down and continue with the care please."

    "Sorry professor," they said in unison.

    The three of them fell back easy into an old routine, dreading as they were the
    next day's hectic schedule. Harry wondered how Snape would act in his lesson.

    Katie had seemed very disgruntled throughout dinner, and sitting in the library
    with Harry and Neville as they did some homework together Harry found out why.

    "It's that man Harry."

    'Ah'. That would explain it, it seemed.

    "He's a complete waste," she griped.

    Harry could only verbalise his sympathies.

    Neville looked a little uneasy at the idea of the man. He fidgeted slightly in his
    seat and kept opening and closing his mouth like he wanted to say something. "Um,
    Harry, he. You know like, Defence Professor and... um."

    "I'll be fine Nev." He wouldn't. "Really." Not.

    "Harry, if he starts giving you lot a hard time, just move on. You got an
    Acceptable in your last year's exam, and that was with..."

    "Quirrell."

    The table went quiet. Harry had not spoken to anyone further about what had
    occurred that night, but Katie knew it had affected him greater than he revealed.
    Harry had killed the man. Maybe not deliberately, but he still killed someone. 'I
    know what he's like. Even though the man tried to kill him first, I can almost touch
    the guilt.' She wanted to help him, had done ever since she sat next to him for the
    first time. She did not know how to now.

    "I don't think Lockhart's smart enough to do anything Harry."

    Harry revealed a disdainful grin, "I bet his reflection might do better."

    They had to continue their work back in the common room after Madam Pince demanded
    they leave for the noise of their laughter.
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    History was always a joke. Harry and Hermione were still the only two who managed
    to stay awake the whole time. It was a close thing though, as even Harry's attempt at
    maintaining concentration would be strained to the maximum.

    The seconds were ticking by ever so slowly, as if just for him. He couldn't wait
    for Transfiguration. He had read slightly ahead in the textbooks and found that this
    year they would be delving into transfiguring living creatures into non-organic
    objects. Minor spells, yet enough for Harry to get excited about it.

    "Really, only Hermione can get as excited as you about a lesson." Ron looked a
    little put out by the exuberance mirrored in his bushy haired friend, "I can barely
    deal with one, you know."

    Harry had had a year of disparaging remarks thrown his way to toughen his skin. A
    sarcastic jab from the redhead wasn't going to scar him. Though the two were annoying
    in his eyes, he found he could tolerate them a lot better than others could.

    The thought of his favourite lesson as he walked up the central staircase after
    their first Potions lesson of the year was plenty calming for him after a return to
    that dank, dingy dungeon.

    As they sat around the tables in a different room from the year before, Harry
    ended up paired with a lively Tracey. He sighed in relief, knowing that Snape may
    seriously dislike him, but when paired with the girl he at least got a slight
    reprieve from his attacks.

    It did not stop the snide comments and vicious glares he would get from the man.
    According to Oliver when he had asked him, he was unable to drop Potions as a subject
    until sixth year, much to his dismay at learning that tidbit of information.

    The man had stormed into the room, robes billowing in his customary manner,
    sneered at the Gryffindors (him) and waved his wand at the chalkboard by his
    desk.

    "You have an hour. I want a competent Itch Removal on my desk by that
    point. I expect nothing from most of you, so I won't hold my breath."

    "Agreeable as always," he mumbled. He grinned at Tracey's little giggle as the two
    of them began their potion preparation.

    Of course, he could see Ron glaring at the two of them; he despised Slytherins on
    principle, a viewpoint that Harry could understand given his own prior interactions
    with them, but he got on okay with Tracey, which tempered his opinion.

    They maintained a civil conversation as the cauldron bubbled and they worked on
    the potion together. Harry could never quite say that they had reached a level of
    friends, but it was nice to able to converse with a Snake and not have him be
    ridiculed or insulted.

    When Snape dismissed them, it appeared that whoever had spoken to him had made
    sure that his attitude was more moderated than it was previously. He was always going
    to be wary of the man but felt that he could cope with at least this level of
    civility from his usual detractor. He had survived worse than this and come out on
    top.

    When McGonagall ushered the Gryffs and Claws inside her classroom, all negativity
    went right out the window. Here he was back in his element. He soaked up the aspects
    of Transfiguration like a sponge. McGonagall handed out the small mice to the class,
    with the explicit instructions written on the board, but left them with a serious set
    of directions to follow.

    "This year dictates a more intense approach than before. Prior to this, you dealt
    with wholly inorganic objects. Now you are to deal with living, breathing things.
    Your mice will not be mistreated, and I expect a great deal of seriousness while
    partaking in this part of your curriculum."

    Minerva McGonagall watched as her students listened to her words with rapt
    attention. She expected as much from the Ravenclaw's; their attention to their
    studies was to be expected. Her Gryffindor's primarily listened to her because she
    was their head of house. A little bit of sternness and inspirational fear kept the
    more rowdy ones in line.

    Weasley was kept on the straight and narrow by Granger. The same would be said for
    Miss Brown and Miss Patil by her Ravenclaw sister. Mr Finnegan and Mr Thomas were
    average in her expectations, and while requiring a little more observation than the
    rest, could cope independently.

    Mr Longbottom had little skill in her subject, and Miss Dunbar was middling in her
    studies. However, Harry Potter was unquestionably her prize student.

    He took to Transfiguration like a fish to water. He understood the concepts of
    imagination, intent, and a complex push of force mixing together. The concept
    confused many who attempted the art seriously, believing that with enough power,
    incantations, and pretty looking wand-waving it would be enough.

    No, you had to do more than that. Harry believed in his magic, and his intent was
    pure. He took so much after James Potter in that regard. 'Though his was more due to
    that slight arrogance of his.' Harry's stemmed more from his wonder.

    She would dwell often on the boy ever since she was complicit in his leaving at
    the Dursley's years ago, with her sense of guilt increasing on the issue.

    She was more than overjoyed when he was sorted into her house, and even greater
    than that when he exhibited a natural skill in her taught subject. Not only that, but
    her interactions outside of the classroom showed how much of a deeply troubled boy he
    was, yet strong in spite of it. She had demanded that Dumbledore did something about
    his living situation, knowing that they had damaged him irreparably by how he acted.
    The man had soothed her and informed her of the reasons that that was impossible. She
    had understood but severely hated the situation.

    Still, she would look on with pride and would continue to do so. "Well done Mr
    Potter. 10 points to Gryffindor."

    They raced down to the Great Hall to get something to eat when the lesson ended,
    lamenting the fact that they still had lessons to complete that night. The Chasers
    and Weasley twins verbalised their sympathies but were still audibly thanking the
    system that they had no days like theirs.

    "I can't believe we've got so many in one day." Fay was still grumbling as the
    drowsy trio followed along behind the Hufflepuff student of their year.

    "At least it's a four day weekend."

    "Yeah, Harry, and I'm guessing it's the library the whole time?"

    He blushed lightly. "So? It's meant to be free study time anyway. We may as well
    be productive while we can."

    "Harry, you're my friend so I think I can say this. Please stop. Just.
    Please."

    "A deal. We get homework out of the way, then we'll do whatever you guys want." He
    reciprocated the happily content smirks. "Though apparently Wood isn't having
    try-outs. Says that the team's good enough as is, so Saturday and Sunday mornings
    I'll be training."

    The quiet trio, as they were informally referred to by half of the school, enjoyed
    the next few days of tranquillity compared to the hectic standards that seemed to
    flex in and out of their lives.

    "Trust me guys, you really will not enjoy yourselves," warned Alicia.

    Angelina grimaced at the recollection of the lesson the day prior. "I already
    found him irritating because of the Harry thing, but that was ridiculous."

    "I think you are overplaying it," Hermione said, frowning at listening to the
    older years' speech. "Professor Dumbledore wouldn't have hired him to teach if he
    wasn't all he said he was."

    The other younger girls sighed dreamily as the image of Lockhart traced their
    thoughts.

    Fred was having none of it though. "You'll see Hermione, and the rest of you, he
    isn't exactly what you'd expect. Completely off his rocker."

    "And not in a, like, amazing Dumbledore way either," continued George.

    "Sure he's won something like 'Strutting Miss Peacock' 25 years in the running but
    he couldn't find his wand in a wand-holster."

    The second year girls who were listening in made indignant noises, while many
    others around agreed. It appeared as if the story of Lockhart was more believable
    than what manifested in front of their faces.

    "Me, Gilderoy Lockhart, winner of Witch Weekly's greatest smile..."

    Fay was staring in the same way as the rest of the Gryffs and Ravenclaws, much to
    the dislike of Harry and Neville.

    "So I thought I would start today's lesson of with an extremely important quiz for
    all you lovely people." He walked down each aisle, handing out thick groupings of
    paper.

    "What on earth is this?" whispered Seamus from behind them.

    Each question had no direct correlation to anything remotely connected to Defence
    Against the Dark Arts. There was furious scratching of quill on parchment from a few
    of the students, but most sat in their seats alarmed. The questions written before
    him involved personal information on the teacher, avoiding the subject entirely.
    Although, as he read down the sheets, he noticed that apparently Gilderoy Lockhart
    had been very busy dealing with many serious threats. 'As long as this one doesn't go
    the same way as the last I think it'll be okay.'

    "Harry," Neville muttered next to him, "Is your scar good?"

    Harry smiled slightly at his friends worry. "No pain this time, so I think he's
    good on that front." The memory of Flourish and Blotts flashed briefly. "Doesn't stop
    him from being a bit too much to deal with."

    When Lockhart deemed them all to be finished he began to rifle through the answers
    briefly.

    "Ah yes, yes well done. Very good Miss Brown for knowing my favourite hair care
    product. And oh, Miss Granger, I see every question answered correctly. Hmm, some
    more of you need work, however. Like yourself Mr Potter. Tut, tut, is there a reason
    you didn't answer a single question? I'm afraid I am going to have to ask you to stay
    behind after class. I get it though, a little bit of fame in your life and now...
    well we cannot have that thinking now, can we?" The wide showing of pearly white
    teeth may have intended to appear disarming, but instead had a different effect.

    'A little bit of fame gone to my head?' Harry found an uneasiness being in
    Lockhart's presence. 'What happened is just what... a bit of fame?' The burning
    feeling was one he assumed had long since disappeared from his life. He was annoyed,
    no, he was angry. What did this man know about him? He did not answer the questions
    primarily because he believed it was some sort of test. What kind of Defence lesson
    requires him to know Gilderoy Lockhart's favourite holiday destination? The man was a
    joke and could now see the complete picture as to why Katie's feelings for the man
    were less than confident.

    "But I digress." The professor withdrew a shaking, sheet-covered object from
    underneath his table. "Shall we see how you deal with something a little more
    challenging?"

    With a flourish, he revealed several blue-skinned winged creatures rattling the
    bars of the cage they were trapped in.

    Seamus snorted at the sight. "Cornish Pixies?"

    "Yes, freshly caught. They're quite harmless in fact, but let us see what it is
    that you make of them?" He opened the small door and unleashed the pixies.

    Pandemonium erupted as the little creatures began to cause havoc within the room.
    Things were smashed and students were attacked weakly. Lockhart just stood there with
    his (sickening) bright smile. A few deemed Neville a prime candidate for targeting,
    which led to Harry and Fay doing everything they could to repel the things.

    "Peskipiksipesternomi!" shouted Lockhart, brandishing his wand to no avail.

    Hermione shouted some spell into the air, which caused the Pixies to halt in their
    tracks.

    "Oh yes, well done, well done Miss Granger. Exactly what I wanted you to do. 20
    points to Gryffindor for a perfect emulation of my response to a Kryll Swarm in my
    trip to Transylvania. Indeed, I am very saddened with the rest of you."

    "He's joking, right?"

    "I don't think he is Fay," Harry replied.

    "I believe that that will be all for today. Homework, I want an essay, 5 feet in
    length, detailing exactly which of my adventures were your most beloved, and why." He
    smoothed out his robes from their brief ruffling. "And Mr Potter, stay would
    you."

    Harry walked over to him, slinging he book bag over his shoulder. Neville and Fay
    trailing behind him.

    "Just Mr Potter you two." His teeth were too bright.

    "We're waiting for Harry, sir," Neville replied.

    Fay nodded her head, wearing a slight squint as it appeared that her little crush
    was abating.

    "Harry, Harry, Harry. Having fans already I see."

    "Friends."

    "What was that Harry?"

    Harry matched his stare, eyes narrowing and teeth grinding together slightly. He
    really did not like this man. "Neville and Fay are my friends. Not my fans."

    Lockhart chortled and waved his hand lazily. "It doesn't matter. Now, your quiz,
    Harry. I get that you may be a tiny bit famous, not as grand as myself of course, but
    unwarranted fame does not allow you to not perform to my great standards."

    He had to be insane. That was the conclusion that Harry arrived at. First, he had
    dragged him before a crowd, unwillingly, and now he was lecturing about how famous he
    was compared to the man. The priorities being shown here were definitely not that of
    someone sane.

    "Is that all, sir?" he asked stiffly.

    "Yes, of course, my boy. I expect more from you next time, of course. Now, run
    along. Go on, enjoy your day." A pause. "One day we may have to have a little talk
    about your... situation. But not today. A pity really." He sighed dramatically,
    dismissively shooing them out of his classroom. "Harry, I don't think your parents
    would have approved of this. I'm sure they would be very disappointed in you."

    The three of them were silent as the grave while they walked through the castle.
    Harry was trembling, flushed red, and moving with purpose. They could hear his teeth
    grinding together, and were both trying to come up with some way to communicate with
    him as neither of them had ever seen him like this before.

    "I really do not like him."

    Neither of them could disagree.

    Authors Notes

    So yeah, Harry's getting better. He'll have relapses, but generally, there
    will be a drastic improvement in how he handles situations from now on. He's got a
    solid group of extremely close friends, he's got trust and affection towards others
    etc. It's still a Hurt/Comfort story primarily, but there won't be any real stability
    to his emotional state until like maybe book 3. I'm trying to work it out now, but
    with all the adventure and horrendous things that will keep happening to him, it's
    still going to be slow going.

    Really don't want anyone to be put off by how I'm handling Harry. Expect
    sorrow and joy in the future. Just a warning. Although, I'm sure that many will enjoy
    the next chapter.

    The plan (a strange thought) that I have made for the story appears to
    have book 3 as my intended shortest. I want to have 10 chapters per 'year' and my
    planning has made everything I want to fit into either book 6 or 7 as almost double
    the length of 3. It's still a work in progress of course, but expect shorter chapters
    when we hit book 3, then a sharp rise in continuous longer ones
    afterwards.

    Next Chapter: Duelling Club

  


  
    14. Duelling Club
  

  
    Author's Note: I do not own Harry Potter

    The upcoming 1st Quidditch match of the season was a welcome distraction.

    What Lockhart had said to him managed to make its way slowly within Gryffindor
    Tower through a couple of eavesdroppers when Fay and Neville recounted his lesson.
    Within days, the 'Peacock Ponce' as he was officially dubbed, was completely and
    irrefutably ostracised by the House of Lions.

    James and Lily Potter were alumni of the red and gold, and Harry was one of
    theirs. Lockhart's words were practically a death sentence for his popularity amongst
    them. It did not help that his reputation was already participating in a severe nose
    dive over the recent week's lessons.

    It was rumoured also, that Minerva McGonagall was seen entering the man's office,
    fury frothing from her lips. Harry disliked everything that was going on with the
    situation for a few reasons. One being that it put him even more under scrutiny, and
    while he could accept the adoration for his Quidditch playing – considering it was
    all under his control – he detested the pitying looks and apologetic words from the
    students. Apart from the Slytherins of course.

    Yet the weeks carried on as they always had. Ever piling up levels of homework,
    enjoyment of his circle of friends, the complexities and beauty of magic, and
    practice.

    Over the summer, Wood had been sent an offer for trialing at Puddlemere United for
    their reserve Keeper, which he passed with flying colours. If the six of them thought
    he was manic in his approach the year before, now he was a professional team's
    reserve he was ten times as frenzied.

    Harry was happy for his friend/captain but wished he would calm down a bit.

    Wood had pulled him aside after practice one windy Monday night at the beginning
    of October. "Harry, what do you know about Seekers in the Pro League?"

    "Nothing really, why?"

    "Harry, would you ever think about doing Quidditch when you finish school?"

    "Like, as a job?" Harry was not stupid. He knew where this was going. Really, he
    had not considered what sort of career he would like to go into. Neville and Fay had
    both told him of the various paths he could go down, but Quidditch? He definitely
    enjoyed it, and more than that, he was good at it. And when he took to the field,
    people were not viewing him as the boy-who-lived, or their preconceived notions on
    how he should act. They were seeing him as the Seeker for Gryffindor, and that made
    it all the more heavenly to think about.

    "Harry, the owner of Puddlemere, when he found out that you were my Seeker, was
    asking all about you. I reckon you're going to get a few offers soon."

    "Wait, what? But I'm only 12! How could I play for a team?"

    "You won't be singled out. There are rumours of a foreign player at Durmstrang
    who's just a few years older than you being scouted for their national team. Harry,
    take it seriously. Trust me, you're beyond skilled, and with proper, professional
    training... Harry, you'd be unstoppable."

    The conversation left an imprint on Harry. When he spoke to the rest of his
    friends later, they concurred with their Captain's assessment. He had never really
    considered what he would do when he left Hogwarts – it felt so far away. 'Quidditch.
    Hmm, maybe.'

    His good mood on the topic was soured, however, as their team practice was just
    starting and seven green-robed boys walked out onto the pitch holding sleek black
    brooms.

    "What the hell is this, Flint?" shouted Oliver. "We booked the field for
    today."

    "Well," Flint said smugly, "We've got permission from Professor Snape, as we need
    to try out our new Seeker."

    The rest of the lions had landed by this point, listening in to the conversation.
    Wood frowned, "What do you mean new Seeker?"

    "That would be me."

    Harry groaned when he saw Draco Malfoy nudge his way to the front of the pack. A
    smarmy smirk on his face, his posture screaming 'superiority'.

    "Not just that, but Draco's father has seen fit to donate our team with brand new
    brooms."

    "Top of the line, Nimbus 2001's," Malfoy said proudly. "A bit better than that old
    2000 don't you think? Heh, I would bet just one of these would be worth more than
    your whole house Weasley."

    Angelina and Alicia foresaw the twins' reaction and blocked them from getting
    passed, obscenities shouted towards the snakes.

    "It doesn't matter anyway, we booked it first."

    "Well, Professor Snape says otherwise."

    "Oliver, just leave it for now." Katie glanced over at the still smirking
    Slytherins. "We'll beat them no matter the broom, so just leave it for now."

    Malfoy couldn't resist getting one more jab in before they could leave. "I don't
    really know what you would expect from a coward. Luck won't matter when I'm up there.
    You'll be seeing how your better fares in the air."

    "Funny one. No one here had to buy their way onto the team, Malfoy. Everyone here
    did it by their own skill."

    Harry hadn't seen this argumentative side to Katie before, no one had. It was as
    if there had been a switch flipped from the normal friendly, kind girl to someone
    vigorously defending them. He hadn't thought of the house traits being something to
    take all that seriously before, but could easily comprehend now why the Sorting Hat
    chose Gryffindor for the girl.

    Malfoy, however, was not as pleased as the Gryff players. "You dare speak to me
    like that? From a coward's whore?"

    A mist descended and Harry saw only red. There was a firm grip of two different
    sets of hands grasping him tightly while he felt him being pulled backwards. The
    sound of jeers got quieter and quieter as the morning breeze swirled around him.
    Distantly he heard a gentle voice touch his ear. The heat slowly began to leave from
    the back of his head as his blood cooled.

    "Come on Harry, Hagrid should be up. We'll go for a nice cup of tea. Get you back
    to normal."

    He nodded along to what was being said. The anger had almost left him by this
    point, but every fibre of his being was disgusted at his response. He refused to let
    his mind cloud with such feeling. He saw what it did to people who embraced such
    emotion and never wanted it to affect him like he had experienced.

    "I...I'm sorry."

    Katie placed a finger under his chin, lifting him up so that their eyes locked.
    "Harry, you never need to apologise to me, okay? I think we were all shocked when you
    acted like that, but there is nothing to say sorry for. Oliver and Angelina managed
    to pull you back before you said or did anything too reckless."

    "I never thought I'd see you do something like that Harry," said Fred. "Get off to
    Hagrid with you, I think I'm back to bed for a bit now that practice is
    cancelled."

    Oliver was grumbling; he was muttering vulgarities under his breath that had Harry
    giggling. Katie took his hand in hers, broomsticks in their free one's, and pulled
    him off towards Hagrid's Hut

    When Neville and Fay had heard about his angry outburst, they would have
    immediately dismissed it as a hallucination, but when confirmed by both Katie and
    Harry, they grew slightly concerned.

    "He's never insulted any of you like that before. He's said things about my
    parents. And yes, they hurt, but Katie was in front of me. If you understand what I'm
    saying?"

    They had, to an extent. They accepted it as further proof that Harry was nothing
    like how he had behaved 12 months previously. Flitwick and McGonagall, when they were
    told about his outburst, shared a silent look between each other. They concluded that
    his hormones and mental state were most likely all over the place due to the onset of
    puberty. Thus followed two slightly embarrassed teachers explaining exactly what that
    was and what it entailed to an even furtherly humiliated Harry Potter.

    When looking retrospectively on his upbringing, of which knowledge they had
    limited information but enough to come to a close conclusion, it would only be right
    that the bonds he had forged would be extreme enough to warrant a response like he
    had given. Harry had exited that particular conversation with a greater perspective
    on his situation, but smiling as he realised that the two were correct.

    "Just be careful, Mr Potter. Mr Malfoy can be slightly... determined, to cause
    issue with you personally. Now that he has seen such a response, he may try to
    antagonise you to get a similar response."

    "It was an error Professor," he had replied. "I should have known that he would
    have said something."

    "Just be careful, Harry," nodded Flitwick. "I would rather not see you in
    detention because of it."

    True to his word, he kept himself calm. Though Malfoy's apparent bravery had
    renewed, and as such his spiteful taunts came back to the forefront of their
    interactions. Snape, whenever he witnessed such behaviour, would pretend not to hear
    anything and simply sneer. Things on that front appeared to be going back to their
    horrendous normality.

    It would have been worse on the Halloween anniversary, but Neville and Fay had
    kept him occupied in the common room, though Neville looked a tad queasy.

    Harry appreciated them keeping him company on a date he despised. The wonders of
    'what ifs?' crawled over his body, making unbidden feelings arise over the musings of
    family.

    Fred and George had snuck down to the kitchens to grab some food for him, knowing
    that he would not attend the feast.

    "No need for thanks Harrikins."

    "But..."

    "Nope.

    "Not going to accept."

    "It's our pleasure."

    Harry thanked them quietly though, packing what was brought away in a basked that
    came with them. When Katie came down the stairs from the girl's dormitory she sat
    down on the back of the sofa, her hand gently running through his hair as her nails
    glided over his scalp.

    Neville and Fay sadly said their goodnights as they followed their housemates.
    This was something that Harry wanted to do with Katie alone and refused to have their
    own evening ruined by his selfishness.

    No words since that day had been spoken of his unnatural eruption at his school
    bully. Truthfully, Katie was incredibly touched that Harry had altered his very
    behaviour, even if temporarily, for her.

    She adored the boy who was almost purring under her touch. At first, it had been a
    connection that she established because of her pity. Over time it changed. It altered
    in short bursts to having him be someone so integral to her life.

    When her parents had sat her down to talk about her relationship with Harry, she
    was not sure how she could define it exactly. "He's hurting. If I can take some of
    that away, then shouldn't I?"

    They didn't have an answer for their daughter. They felt strange about this issue
    but felt that no harm was coming from it and so trusted her to make the right
    decision.

    They could hear the night's celebration in full swing as they crept outside. Their
    hands entwined as they walked to their spot on the rock by the lake. Whenever no one
    could find Harry, she would know that this was the place to find him. It had become
    their refuge together from the weight of the world.

    They enjoyed each other's company here that night, laughter and conversation
    flowing like a stream. Neville and Fay were his closest and best friends, but this
    was something far deeper than that. The relationship they shared was interpreted on a
    spiritual level. She was his balm and his anchor. He knew now why he felt so hideous
    when Malfoy said those words, and he was okay with that.

    They sat side by side in peaceful silence, listening once more to the ripples of
    the lake, ignorant of the chaos exploding in the castle.

    While accusations and fear spread over the words on the wall, and the frozen body
    of Mrs Norris was ogled like a curiosity, the two of them simply enjoyed the moments
    they had together.
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    There had been some questioning as to their whereabouts that evening, with snide
    comments sent his way by the Potions professor, and an accusatory stare from
    Lockhart, but their location had been waved off as unimportant by McGonagall.

    "I knew exactly where they would be, Severus."

    "Of course, Minerva, but why would Mr Potter not be with his... friends, at the
    feast?"

    "I agree with Severus, my dear." The look she gave to Lockhart could have melted
    steel. "I and Professor Snape are both in agreement that Harry may have let his
    slight fame go to his head. I believe we had such a discussion not too long ago as
    well."

    The back and forth had carried on between them, but Harry stood with his head
    down, not saying a word. Katie looked him over, eyes hardening at the accusations
    while her respect for the Transfiguration Professor increased.

    "Professors," she spoke up while there was a lull. They turned to face her
    questioningly. "Harry doesn't like Halloween all too much." She gripped his hand
    tightly, reassuring him that she was there with him. "So I promised that I would stay
    with him. We spent time outside, away from the feast; we got permission from
    Professor McGonagall to do so."

    "Severus, Gilderoy," intoned Dumbledore, who had been observing silently, "The
    magic used to petrify poor Mrs Norris is beyond what a second year could accomplish,
    no matter how skilled Mr Potter is." He ignored the snort released by Snape. "And I
    was aware of his wish to remove himself from the festivities of the night. Of which I
    find perfectly understandable."

    Harry smiled at the Headmaster, who winked back cheekily.

    "Now, if that is to be all, I do believe that Mr Potter and Miss Bell have a
    Quidditch match to get some rest for tomorrow."

    They had been dismissed from the presence of their professors and departed for
    Gryffindor Tower.

    "Snape really has it out for you."

    Harry nodded his head, choosing not to say anything. He was tired, both physically
    and emotionally, and just wanted his bed.

    Before the portrait of the Fat Lady, Katie stopped them both. "I'm always here for
    you Harry." She brushed a stray lock of hair behind his ear and pulled him into a
    gentle embrace. "You know that right?"

    "I know," he whispered.

    "Good. Now come on, we've got a match to win tomorrow."

    That had been the night before, where everything seemed so right in the face of
    something so wrong. Now, with a Bludger hurtling right at him, he could not say the
    same.

    The match had begun well enough, but almost immediately something seemed wrong.
    Both of the Bludgers were acting oddly. No matter what Fred or George did to defend
    him, and no matter how far away they were hit, they came screaming right back at him
    much faster than they should be able to.

    The plays were getting dirtier and dirtier as Slytherin ran rings around their
    inferior brooms; the Slytherin Chaser's had more general skill, but the teamwork of
    the three girls was far more superior. The scoring was being kept fairly even because
    of this, with Gryffindor keeping up (barely) with only 60 points between them.

    Three times Harry had gone for the Snitch, only to be distracted by the rogue
    Bludgers. Two of those times, Malfoy showcased that he was all bark and no bite when
    he lost the golden ball in what should have been much easier pickings.

    With each minute that passed, Harry was getting more and more frantic. They
    couldn't keep demanding time outs to give him some reprieve. The balls had been
    checked and checked again, but each time there was no tampering shown. It was deemed
    to be the magic of the Bludgers and was considered allowable, much to the annoyance
    and anger of the observing Gryffindors.

    So once more Harry went unto the breach, kicking off at the sound of Hooch's
    whistle. The moment his Nimbus rose into the air, the Bludgers shot after him like a
    magnet. He was getting tired. On top of having to use more of his stamina to keep up
    with a superior broom such as Malfoy's, he was having to utilise every muscle he
    could to perform the moves required to dodge the extremely violent hunters.

    Fred and George by this point were panicking noticeably at the danger their little
    friend was in. Their beater bats were constantly hitting air as the Bludgers were
    taking a mind of their own, with juddering movements as if they were deliberately
    avoiding getting hit. It was enough of a split-second distraction each time to
    relieve Harry, but he was sweating profusely; the Bludgers were getting more violent,
    seemingly smarter, and closer with each passing minute.

    His movements were becoming more erratic. He and his broom had been hit more than
    once, luckily by mostly glancing blows, except the one that bounced off his collar
    bone and smashed straight into his right elbow. He flew through the pain. A 'normal'
    person would have tried to leave the match by this point.

    Quidditch made people change from their norms it seemed, for Harry was determined
    to catch the Snitch; he wanted to prove to Malfoy that his derogatory behaviour was
    of a tenuous basis, and he did not wish to dishearten those who put their faith in
    him by failing.

    It was near enough on the hour after play had begun. Slytherin was winning the
    match at 260-170, with Alicia scoring a quick penalty when Harry glimpsed a hint of
    vibrating gold out right behind a gleefully laughing Draco Malfoy.

    He did not think. He just charged headfirst, right arm flailing tucked into his
    chest, cradling away the pain. The opposing Seeker rolled out of the way, profanities
    spewing from his lips.

    Harry ignored him, praying that the match would just end. His free arm lunged
    before him, clutching at air, while he instinctively pulled his body in the direction
    he just knew the Snitch would jump to. His broom turned sharply in a 90
    degree angle, his hand curling, and in the movement he made, the Snitch made its own
    way into his hand.

    He had no time to enjoy the moment; his momentum ended as he caught the winning
    ball to the sound of raucous screams. These turned to fear laden ones as one of the
    Bludgers nailed him directly in the gut.

    He had no time to scream as he was blown clear off of his Nimbus, falling
    uncontrollably the 60 or so feet to the ground below. The speed was such that no one
    had time to even attempt to halt his fall, so the last thing Harry saw before he
    reached unconsciousness was the terrified visages of Katie and George as their
    broomsticks screamed towards him.

    When he awoke, the sun had vanished from the sky, replaced with shining
    starlight.

    He looked around, vision blurry as his glasses were not on his face.

    "Harry Potter should not have come to Hogwar-", any words that Dobby the House Elf
    were to say after this was silenced as Harry felt the weight on his bed vanish.

    Harry heard violent whisperings away from his bed, followed by muttered squeaks,
    and then silence. He heard a low snapping sound and footsteps coming to his bed.

    "He's awake. He really shouldn't be awake." The voice sounded like Professor
    Flitwick, but his addled mind couldn't comprehend why he would be here so late.

    "He can't be. That fool near killed Mr Potter. The amount of pain his body must be
    in while I fix him should be enough to force him unconscious."

    "Madam Pomfrey, I think Professor Flitwick may be right." A cool hand landed on
    his forehead, moving back and forth. He felt so tired.

    "Wha... What's going on?" The Elf, and the whole situation, had him muddled. He
    felt as though he was enduring a waking dream as his confusion overrode any sense of
    comprehension.

    "Shh, Harry." It was Katie. He could always tell her voice. "Go back to sleep.
    We'll be right here when you wake up."

    He felt a warm pressure replace the hand which travelled to his scalp and started
    to gently scratch it.

    His eyelids drooped as they became heavier and heavier, and he returned to the
    land of the unawake.
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    "That was definitely some of the best flying ever seen, Mr Potter. And I tell you,
    I do not say that lightly."

    The man was practically bouncing up and down before Harry's hospital bed.

    "But this is too much," Harry was stunned into near incoherency. "Mr Breakes, I'm
    not old enough surely."

    The man chuckled kindly. "It's fine Mr Potter, trust me on this. I understand your
    reservations, but I saw how well you flew, and against charmed Bludgers at that! I
    showed the omniocular recording to the team, and most are as excited as I am at the
    possibility of you joining us. With Amanda leaving to join the Harpies, and with our
    reserve Seeker now pregnant, we are in desperate need of one if we wish to keep any
    measure of success. I was told of your proficiency in the position, but wow, that was
    something amazing."

    Professor McGonagall, in her position as his head of house, was standing next to
    his bed, hand on his shoulder as she looked on the proceedings with an immense
    feeling of pride.

    "Mr Breakes is offering you a position that I strongly suggest you take, Mr
    Potter."

    He quirked an eyebrow up at her. "Um, Professor. Isn't Tutshill the team you
    support?"

    She said nothing, but the light dusting of red on her cheeks spoke volumes.

    "I've already hashed out the contract if you do say yes, and Professor's
    McGonagall and Dumbledore have agreed to agree as long as there are some
    stipulations."

    "Which are, Mr Breakes?"

    "Well, you would need a chaperone from the school to come with you when training
    and playing. It makes sense really and it's something I know other teams have done
    before. You would be paid a set rate of 100 Galleons per match, with an extra 50 per
    win, with another 20 if you catch the Snitch. Bonuses involved as well depending on
    our league position. There are more technicalities, but those are the two most
    serious ones."

    "I would seriously advise taking the offer, Mr Potter. You are plenty far ahead in
    your studies, especially in my own and Filius' class, that we can loosen up on your
    homework contributions. I cannot promise that other teachers would be open to this as
    well, but know that we trust your education will not slip."

    Harry looked down at his lap, not expecting such a conversation when he awoke that
    afternoon.

    Professor McGonagall and Madam Pomfrey had been quietly chatting on a conjured
    table setting by the foot of his bed when his eyes fluttered open to the feel of a
    painful headache.

    He had croaked out a noise, to which the school Matron had hurried over to him,
    wand waving and incarnation's uttered. "Mr Potter," she had begun, "As much as enjoy
    your company, I would rather not have had to restore your digestive tract
    and have to regrow your entire arm's skeletal structure."

    "What?" he asked dumbly.

    "You've been unconscious for 2 days Mr Potter. I would advise it that you remain
    here for another few more just so I can see if you are fully healed."

    He looked over to a relieved McGonagall. "You gave us a real fright Mr Potter."
    Her Scottish burr thickened slightly as she took him in. "What do you remember?"

    He scrunched his face up as he tried to do so, "Catching the Snitch, then falling.
    After that, not very much." He shot up straight, a stab of pain hitting him as he did
    so. He fell back onto his pillow, writhing as he felt as if his whole torso was
    stretching in every way possible. "What...do...you...mean?" he gasped out.
    "Regrow?"

    Pomfrey tutted as she turned her head away, though he could clearly see
    McGonagall's rage. "Our esteemed," she spat out, "Defence Professor decided to take
    the role of Madam Pomfrey and using his incredible intelligence cocked up a
    simple healing spell with a vanishing one! The bast-" she coughed into her hand,
    stopping herself abruptly. "Mr Lockhart is, for lack of a better word, a fool."

    "Oh."

    "Only you Mr Potter, could take all of that and just say the word, oh,"
    Pomfrey said dryly. "Now, I am loath to say this, but Minerva, give him some fluids
    and a bite to eat, and as long as the man doesn't excite him too much, he should be
    able to have that discussion later today."

    This led to the manager of the Tutshill Tornados giving Harry Potter an
    offer of the Seeker position for his team.

    "Can I think about it?" Harry asked.

    "Of course, Mr Potter, I would like to have a response by Friday if possible. It
    may be too late after that, as we play Wimbourne Sunday afternoon, and any skilled
    Seeker is better than an untested one."

    When the man had left, he had discussed the offer thoroughly with Flitwick,
    McGonagall, Dumbledore, and his friends, and each time he did they were in agreement
    that he should accept.

    "Harry, my boy," smiled Dumbledore, "I have witnessed your grandiose display of
    Seeking very thoroughly and I must say of what a privilege to see such mastery over
    the sky. If it is destiny that you should play, why, I daresay Professor McGonagall
    wouldn't be adverse to the idea now, would she?"

    When Katie had come to visit, she had latched onto him like a limpet and refused
    to let go. "That man is toast now," she fumed.

    "You should have seen it, Harry," George couldn't help the smirk grace his face as
    he remembered. "If Flitwick hadn't of stopped her she would have just kept
    punching."

    "Punching?" Harry asked warily.

    Katie waved it off. "It was just a couple of hits. He had just vanished
    like half your body. I may have been a tad upset."

    "'Upset' she says." Fred shook his head. "If that was upset then I don't want to
    know what angry is like."

    "Yeah, uh, Katie, the grass was meant to be green, not that lovely red colour,"
    George continued. He raised his hands in defence at her grimace. "Hey, I don't
    disagree. I think if you hadn't have got there first, one of us would have done
    exactly the same. At least Pomfrey healed your hand. Can't say the same for ol'
    Gilderoy."

    "I think he's still wearing the bandages. I tell you, when Mum hears about this,
    she's going to go mental. He demanded that Katie be expelled, but Dumbledore just
    told him to think of it as experience when fighting off a smaller attacker."

    Harry had asked about Dobby as well, not sure if it was a dream or not. Katie had
    hesitantly filled him in.

    "He was there that night – I knew you had woken up – and myself and McGonagall had
    some... words with him. Don't worry, he won't be doing anything again."

    Harry was not too sure what she meant by that but decided to let things lie as
    they were.

    There was some drama that had unfolded as well it seemed, as one of Harry's 'fans'
    had now been petrified. The boy was a Colin Creevey, someone that Harry had never
    really spoken to, but had deemed him important enough to follow him around with a
    camera. He was slightly too forward, but some of the others had allowed him to take
    some photos of them together, which Harry had happily put into his photo album.

    He tried as he could to put it out of his mind, however, as he spoke to and
    nervous looking Mr Breakes. "I think I will, sir," Harry could have smiled along with
    the man it was that infectious, "But is it possible that I could ask for a favour or
    two?"

    "What is it, my boy?"

    Professor Dumbledore was almost ignoring the conversation as he sat chewing on his
    muggle confectionary of the week, a look of content on his face.

    "We-well," he wet his lips as his nerves started bubbling forth. "Am I allowed to
    choose the teacher who comes with me?"

    "Of course, Mr Potter. I'm sure Professor Dumbledore wouldn't mind."

    "Oh of course I don't mind, Harry. As long as I get to come at least once. It has
    been a while since I've seen a professional match."

    "That...that's fine, sir. Is it okay if I take Hagrid for my first one?" he asked
    softly.

    "I'm sure Rubeus would be more than happy with that, Mr Potter. I expect that
    Professor McGonagall would be wishing the most."

    Harry grinned at his Headmaster, before turning back to Breakes. "Is it okay if I
    can get tickets for my friends to come too? Not now, I know, but when school isn't on
    and there is a game?"

    "I don't see why not. I take it that this is an acceptance, Mr Potter?" Harry
    nodded his head in agreement. "Perfect, I'll see you on Sunday, bright and early.
    Professor," he dipped his head at the Headmaster and turned to walk out, a jaunty
    tune on his lips and a skip in his step.

    Harry once more experienced the... thrill... of floo travel two days later, an
    excited Hagrid in his wake.

    "I can' tell ya 'ow much this means Harry. I'm sure ya'll do righ'. Thanks, fo'
    pickin' me too. Mean a righ' lo' it does."

    "Of course I'm going to pick you first, Hagrid. You were the one that brought me
    to this world. You showed me what it was like, so it's the least I could do." Harry
    could always speak frankly with Hagrid; the man was just so easy to get along
    with.

    "Ah, Mr Potter. And Hagrid, it's good to see you again. Last time I saw you, I'm
    pretty sure I was on fire. Now, come, come. We haven't got much time to prepare for
    the match, but it'll have to do." Breakes hurried out of the room, beckoning them to
    follow.

    He led them into a locker room, depositing a sky-blue and white coloured set of
    Quidditch robes and accompanying armour. "We got your measurements from McGonagall,"
    he explained as he pulled him out and into a large room after he had changed. "I'm
    sorry Hagrid, if you wouldn't mind following Mizzy" he pointed at a stationary House
    Elf, "She will take you to our top box. There will be complementary refreshments, of
    course, but from here on its team only I'm afraid."

    Hagrid went off without issue, giving Harry a half-hug and a shout of 'good
    luck!'

    Harry was then introduced to six people of varying ages, most greeting him with a
    smile.

    There was Alexandra McDowell, an older looking, grey-haired woman who was the
    team's Keeper. The Chasers: James Wild, a portly looking man with smile lines and a
    bright red handlebar moustache; Fiona Burner, a young looking, bubbly woman who
    greeted him enthusiastically while staring at where his scar was; and Jeremiah Jones,
    a middle aged man who was apparently a cousin of the famous player Gwenog Jones who
    rudely muttered under his breath at seeing him. The Beaters hailed him with high
    friendliness: Sarah Wilkes and Max Gibbon, older players who were covered in bruises,
    and both having cauliflower ears.

    Harry politely said his hello's to these people who would be his teammates,
    wishing in his head that Hagrid could have stayed with him as his nerves and
    anxieties increased. He just wanted to be back out on the field; there could be
    10,000 people watching him then and he would not even realise. The hunt for the
    Snitch was the only thing that he could focus on in the sky.

    The feeling of desperation, for what he did not know, roiled in his gut. Nerves
    struck him like icicles in the back of his head, and he could feel his mouth begin to
    salivate while the bile rose slowly in his throat. It was the waiting – the what
    if's? – that he could not stand.

    "Dunno exac'ly wha' a kid's gonna do, ya know? The only reason we ain't bo'om of
    the table is cos the Cannons are shite."

    "Jeremiah!" shouted Fiona and Sarah at the same time.

    "I's true though innit?" Harry decided then and there that he didn't want to get
    to know the man. "Lil' squir'll cock it all up in the firs' minu', trus' me on
    this."

    Harry saw him spit into the corner, but none of his teammates decided to back him
    up. He was as silent as the grave when they were summoned onto the pitch. His eyes
    appeared hollow, and his already too pale features became like chalk.

    The commentator introduced them, and Harry heard the pause after his name was
    spoken, followed by a muted spattering of applause. He felt lost. His Nimbus was held
    in his grip, the grass below him swaying in a light breeze and he idly wondered if he
    could just lay there. 'What am I doing here? This isn't house Quidditch, these people
    do this for a living!'

    The snitch was released into the air, and Harry, whose nerves and distressed
    anxiety was so prevalent were causing his already super-reflexes to increase to a
    level of hypersensitivity. His eyes traced the golden ball as it darted this way and
    that, settling right next to the underside of the referee's broom.

    The whistle blew, and Harry pushed his broom straight forward. The referee yelped
    in surprise, dodging backwards, causing the Snitch to drop down, then shoot directly
    into Harry's path.

    His first match outside of Hogwarts had lasted a grand total of 6 seconds
    exactly.

    The crowd had stilled, awe on every face as Harry's mental state began to return
    to normal. He closed his eyes and the cheers reminded him of Gryffindor's
    wholehearted support; the joyous shouts of his team as they swarmed him mirrored
    those of Angelina, Alicia, Katie, Fred, George, and Oliver. Yet he couldn't apply
    their voices to these strangers.

    It was not until he reappeared in his common room, a wireless set blaring fast
    paced music in the centre of the room, that he knew he could receive the form of
    praise he craved. When Oliver cried over his shoulder; Fred and George thrust pumpkin
    juice and cake into his hands; when Alicia (as big a Tutshill fan as McGonagall
    apparently) spun him in circles, making him laugh boyishly; when Angelina told him
    how proud she was of him; when Katie held him tight and smiled that smile; when
    Neville lightly punched his shoulder; when Fay hugged him and whispered a "well
    done"; when the professors congratulated him. This was when he knew he had succeeded.
    The Tornado's team were (mostly) welcoming enough, but this was the congratulations
    he needed, from the people he needed it from.
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    Harry and his friends groaned collectively when they saw that the teachers for the
    Duelling Club was to be Snape and Lockhart. After Flitwick had regaled Harry,
    Neville, and Fay about his time on the European Duelling Circuit in his youth during
    one of their tea sessions, the others had been bouncing off the walls in excitement
    at the thought of possibly being taught by the man. Now Harry just wanted to get his
    Charms homework done. He had only really come here because Fay had given him a 'look'
    and then he was out of the library where he was trying, and failing, to finish Binn's
    latest essay. Instead, he was leaning into Fred and Angelina while scuffing his feet
    on the ground.

    Fred leaned down so no one could hear him. "If you want to go Harry, we'll come
    with you."

    He looked up relieved, "If that's okay with you." He turned back to face the
    proceedings. "I don't want to be here."

    Snape was simply consistently vile to Harry, combined with the common Slytherin
    detractors who were smirking on their little group over the way, and was more than
    enough to see him wish to leave the room. Gilderoy Lockhart added to the mix was just
    a recipe for trouble that nobody desired to be a part of.

    The 'strutting peacock' of a man had not seemed to take Harry's employment and
    great success in Quidditch lightly. It was as if the man had seen Harry's
    accomplishment as a personal affront to his image, and was constantly trying to one
    up him.

    It was common in the ensuing days after his incredible win, for Lockhart to hone
    in on Harry, making snide, immature comments about how their types of fame greatly
    differed. It made Harry constantly uncomfortable, and if not for Neville and Fay as
    his shadows to bring him back up emotionally, he would have quickly reverted to the
    depressed, delicate Harry from over the summer.

    Harry felt bad for taking them all with him, but Angelina was top of her year in
    Defence, and so was confident enough that she would be okay not being there, and so
    volunteered to spend some time alone with her little friend.

    They found out later, after Angelina had tried to teach him how to make shadow
    puppets to an empty room for their dual mirth, that they did not miss very much; it
    went as well as could be expected, and so they joined the two in their
    relaxations.

    The club had been established in the wake of Creevey's attack and subsequent
    petrification, but was quickly removed as an option when Dumbledore heard of the
    disastrous first meeting. When he heard from Snape that he had watched Harry leave
    the room at the very start and not return, he simply popped a muggle sweet into his
    mouth and nonchalantly asked if Harry may have the minor skill of a Seer. He then
    mulled the thought over to a frothing Severus Snape, finding humour in the question
    of if Harry realised how much of a debacle the night turned out.

    He then quickly turned his mind to the accompaniment timetable that Harry had
    drafted, a monologue developing to his Potions Professor, as to how he couldn't wait
    to see Harry play off against Puddlemere in December. It wasn't his intent to get
    Snape to storm out of his office, but his slightly cheeky smirk at the thought of the
    young Potter did not reveal any disdain for the result.

    Harry's life continued on as well as it could. He also now had awed, starstruck
    people, whispering about him for a different reason than being the famed
    boy-who-lived.

    There were a few hundred people who lived in Hogwarts, and there were more than a
    few Quidditch fans among them, with a few of those who supported the team that Harry
    was now the Seeker for.

    It was a new experience for him to walk down the corridor and see the strange
    looks he was getting from girls of all ages. When he brought up the strangeness to
    the Chaser trio, thinking that their shared gender would assist him in this matter,
    Angelina burst out into a doubled-over laughing fit. Alicia just sat in silence while
    her mouth contorted and her cheeks went inwards as she tried to stop herself from
    joining her. Katie's eye started to twitch slightly but remained silent. He left the
    conversation more confused than before as no answer was given to him.

    "Ah, well, they're... fans? I guess." Neville was a better target to gain
    information from. But Harry took it for what it was and left it at that.

    There were some issues as well it seemed that came with his increase in fame,
    besides Lockhart's attempts and Snape's contempt.

    Ronald Weasley, it seemed, took affront of Harry's increase in popularity. He
    would glare at him whenever he got the chance, though Harry did not know why.

    "Ignore our idiot of a brother, Harry."

    Fred concurred with his brother. "Indeed. We think he may have been dropped on his
    head."

    "And not just at birth."

    "I don't think red is quite his colour, my dear Harryness."

    "No. Possibly better with a touch of green."

    The other issue was Draco Malfoy. Though he was an issue in general as the most
    common bane for Harry's wishes of a 'normal' experience at Hogwarts, the behaviour
    had become worse when he learned that Harry had been scouted to join a professional
    team. Then it worsened, even more, when Harry's actions in his first game garnered a
    lot of support and attention. Draco always seemed to want to be the 'top dog' in
    Harry's opinion. When he discovered that the other students were now observing him
    differently, and taking into account Lockhart's and Ron's blatant opinion, he
    realised quickly that Malfoy was jealous of him. Of what he could not say. The boy
    had everything that he could ever want, and in many ways, far removed into the dark
    recesses of his mind, Harry was envious of what Malfoy had.

    It did not mean that he wasn't grateful for what he had. Yet he knew that he was
    damaged goods; he was getting steadily better, and things were improving so much, but
    there were still desires that he could not control.

    He soldiered on, attempting to not dwell on the fast changes occurring around him.
    He simply tried to enjoy his magical life. He went to lessons and did his homework.
    He now split his training sessions with Gryffindor and Tutshill during the week, yet
    never forgot to spend time with the team whenever he could. The same could be said
    with his two best friends with whom he made sure to always reserve time for.

    There was something dark though, hovering just out of reach. He would remain in a
    happy mood for as long as he could, but at night as he tried to drift off to sleep,
    he would remember Dobby's warning. He would think of the apparent message written in
    blood by the girls' bathroom with Mrs Norris frozen next to it. He would think of the
    boy kept in the hospital wing; Harry had seen his face as he left the wing and winced
    at the look of pure fear on his face.

    He felt queasy. His dreams burned, and the scars marring his forehead and hand
    would ache.
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    Harry tried to see the best in people, he really did, but it did not stop him from
    trembling in front of a sheepish Ron Weasley. His Circle was dotted around the common
    room, edging closer to him to offer their support as Neville broke from his
    self-imposed restraints in the form of his anger at the boy. Katie was rubbing
    circles subtly over his back to calm him, and even Hermione, Ron's friend, was
    looking at him like he'd grown a second head.

    "Did you think that maybe, MAYBE, it would have been better not to shout that out
    in front of half the school, you idiot?" Neville was panting slightly as he
    shouted.

    "Hey, don't have a go at me, mate." His nose turned up at the sight of Harry
    shaking. "But come on, you-know-who was a Parselmouth, and now the Heir of
    Slytherin's in Hogwarts. Come on, it's really fishy."

    As November's chill swept over the Forbidden Forest, one Saturday afternoon the
    Circle of friends were laughing wildly at the past uses of accidental magic they had
    each performed before coming to school. There had been shared looks when Harry
    described the immense joy he had experienced at his first ever trip to the zoo.

    "I was looking at this snake, just talking to it when my cousin... moved me out of
    the way. I was a bit shocked and I, sort of, vanished the glass, and he fell in."
    That gathered a round of laughter. Harry took a sip of his hot chocolate, making sure
    to suck in the marshmallow that sat on what remained of the cream atop it. "When he
    tried to get out, the glass was back and the snake had got out." He reminisced
    wistfully. He could still remember the feeling of delight at how the snake had
    appreciated its freedom. "Everyone in the room went crazy; it was apparently a
    dangerous snake, but he seemed really friendly. He was really happy to get out. He
    said 'Brazil, here I come'."

    "Wait," Neville interrupted, "The snake talked to you."

    They told him of the history of Parseltongue, and about what that meant,
    especially at that point with the fear of the Heir permeating the school. They had
    quickly reassured him that they did not think anything bad of him. They knew him.
    They knew what kind of person he was.

    It seemed, however, that they had an eavesdropper to their conversation.

    Fay had been telling him a joke that had him giggling profusely when Ron exploded
    before him. The Great Hall had gone so silent that only the sound of their breathing
    could be heard.

    Harry had run out of the room, Fay hot on his heels, while Fred and George had
    stalked up to their brother wearing matching serious faces.

    The revelation of Harry Potter, slayer of the Dark Lord, being a Parselmouth...
    did not really change things. Most people had eyes and ears. Though a few would think
    on the matter and come to the conclusion that he was most likely the infamous 'Heir
    of Slytherin', many could only take what they knew of him and reach an obvious
    conclusion that he could never be such a person.

    For Harry, he felt nothing. Besides the initial shock of the unwanted revelation,
    he realised that he didn't much care about most of their opinions. Of course, the
    fact that people still supported him meant a great deal and would bring a smile at
    the thought, yet he had the people whose opinion he valued the most on his side.
    That, to him, was worth any adverse feeling from the student body.
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    Harry was grateful that things did not change much for him after Ron's idiocy. The
    boy had apologised to him under the watchful eyes of his elder brothers. To his
    surprise, even Hermione had apologised for her friend's actions. Most of the time he
    believed the girl despised him, but even he realised that he just didn't
    know her. They would never be friends, but his bright smile brought one to her
    face in reflection.

    The world felt festive to him whenever he looked outside; the serene beauty of the
    snow-covered lawns and rooftops would cause him to feel as though he was in another
    world. Christmas was just around the corner, and once again he would be remaining at
    Hogwarts with only a few students choosing to remain. The incentive to remove
    themselves temporarily from the threat of an unknown attacker was a smart choice,
    Harry believed.

    His second match was at the beginning of December, and he had asked Flitwick to
    accompany him for this one. He felt bad for not having McGonagall, seeing as she was
    a fan of the team, and he could feel himself deflate when she found out that he had
    asked his favourite teacher to come instead of her. He knew that he didn't have to,
    but he removed the negativity easily when he asked her to be the chaperone for the
    next few games after.

    The Second match had been slightly more difficult than the first. The Puddlemere
    side was considered to be the best in the league, with their Seeker, Lynch, a member
    of the Irish National Team.

    Dumbledore had deigned to come witness the match along with his Charms Professor,
    and both watched enraptured at the dance the two Seekers played around the Puddlemere
    Grounds. The two of them could see the pure joy on his face, where all trace of
    worries outside that moment meant nothing to him at all.

    "It's like something else, isn't it, Filius?"

    "The boy's a natural, Albus. And you can see how happy he is. No. That's probably
    an understatement."

    The stadium would be full anyway, as Puddlemere was the most popular team in the
    Pro-League, but with the new addition to the Tornados' roster, the stands were
    heaving. The two professors could only look on as Harry's legend grew beyond that of
    his infancy and towards a brand new realm of being.

    Lynch was meant to play at an international level, and Harry was plenty capable of
    matching his skill on his Nimbus 2000 against his 2001. The other Seeker had more
    experience and more training on top of that; Albus Dumbledore could only watch with
    hidden sadness at the thought of Harry, but showed outward elation to know that the
    boy was living his life and not constantly wallowing in the shadows.

    How could he ever compare the boy from 50 years ago to this one before him?
    Similarities were there, in more ways than one, but Harry Potter was his own person.
    'Love. He could have so easily fled from its sweet caresses, but instead, he embraces
    it. Hungers for it. Even if he does not know it.'

    Dumbledore and Flitwick's applause was greater than that of the fans donning
    sky-blue, and Harry could only grin bashfully at their compliments while the Snitch
    struggled feebly in his hand.

    'No. I could compare the two of them from dawn to dusk and I would never be able
    to place them side-by-side.'

    The response Harry received when he returned to the castle nearly had him in
    tears. He walked into the Great Hall flanked by the two professors to cheers unbound.
    The amount of sky-blue badges were few, but those that had them made them pride of
    place somewhere upon their person.

    Dumbledore came to watch the next match just a week later against Falmouth,
    McGonagall beside him wearing matching colours to many members of the crowd.

    They witnessed once more the pure pleasure that Harry felt when taking to the air.
    Though they lost the previous match by 80 points, it felt that the rest of the
    Tutshill player's mentalities had changed. Their playing was more coordinated and
    just seemed... better.

    Albus Dumbledore could only view this with pride as Harry unintentionally brought
    those around him to new heights. To him, it was as though it was by Harry's actions
    that he gained a following. Not by demands and force, but by example.

    Harry was changing before his very eyes into someone he could be proud of. The
    Headmaster chuckled in amusement when the normally reserved Transfiguration professor
    was out of her seat, cheering at the top of her lungs at the sudden dive her, not so
    secret, favourite student took.

    'Harry, my boy, I can only hope that you can forgive me. I can never forgive
    myself for what I have done to you.'
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    "Come again?" deadpanned a twitching Fay.

    Harry rubbed the back of his head, nervously trying to avoid his friends
    stare.

    "I, well, the manager said that, well... he liked my flying?"

    "Harry," interrupted an out of it Alicia, "The whole house listens to your games.
    We've seen your flying in person. This... this is a bit more than someone liking your
    flying."

    "He really liked it?"

    "Harry..." Fay was growing impatient.

    He laughed apprehensively, turning to a proudly smiling Katie.

    "Yeah, so, they want me to join the national side."

    He couldn't blame their disbelief considering he was still coming to terms with
    it. The England Manager, a Wilburr Pick, had stopped him from leaving the Tutshill
    stadium after his win against Falmouth. He was visibly excited in his introduction,
    and Harry had not even listened to the whole spiel before agreeing.

    Dumbledore had explained to him that he once again defied all expectations as he
    would be considered the youngest international player in history. Although he did
    follow it up with some honesty: it was most likely a grand publicity stunt, but not
    to let that detract from the fact he was nationally scouted. Harry felt some
    trepidation as to this information; he was uncomfortable with the fame he
    was lavished with, but at this point, he wanted to be famous for something under his
    control, not out of it.

    Professor McGonagall had been overflowing with a sense of vicarious gratification
    for her star pupil. "Your mother and father would be so proud of you, Harry."

    The first people he had told had been his expectant friends, which led them to
    this current situation. If Harry had been any other person, the knowledge of being
    taken for their national side would garner a much different personal response.

    For Harry, Quidditch was an escape; it was a relief from all concerns he could
    have – it was a bonus that he had a vast love of the sport too. He disparaged any
    thought of what it actually meant though. Not for the first time he reflected on the
    musings of the Sorting Hat. What was his ambition?

    Freedom. Freedom from memories he wished to throw into the aether of nothingness.
    Freedom from a locked future. Freedom from what the Dursley's had tried to make him
    into. This was his thirst; he was going to prove the Dursley's wrong. He would become
    someone worthy, and Quidditch was the easiest way he knew how.

    He would always see his friends, and in them would view his saviours. For so long
    he had dwelled too long in the dungeons of his mind, wasting away to nothingness.
    But, it was in the spirit of magic that his cell was unlocked, and the acts of these
    few that coaxed him out. He tasted the fresh breath of what freedom could provide,
    and he relished in it.

    The honour he was awarded in this new position may bring negative feelings from
    other residents of the castle, but he cared not for their opinions. He just saw in
    these few faces their support and affection. Harry liked Quidditch, and now he was to
    immerse himself in that enjoyment and privilege at a far greater height than ever
    before.

    It did not take long for the Hogwarts rumour mill to unveil itself in full force,
    and for once dictated fact over fiction.

    As Harry walked about the castle, escorted constantly be at least one of the
    Circle, he would be stopped and congratulated on his new position. Of course, there
    would be some critics who let their jealousy overcome them, but they were few and far
    between.

    Snape's face was a sight to behold as he simmered in his barely restrained fury,
    while Malfoy just looked like someone had hit him with his own spleen. Most of the
    other House's Quidditch teams had their own opinions, but it seemed more to do with
    knowing that with an International player Seeking for Gryffindor that they may not
    have a great chance of winning the Cup that year.

    Cedric took it in stride, coming over at lunch to congratulate him on his
    successful scouting. Patting him on the back with a warm smile and departing with a
    challenging wink and a laugh.

    Conversely, somehow, the knowledge of him playing for the national team had
    increased the amount of support against him in the belief of his innocence
    as the Heir of Slytherin. He could not quite work out how that had been the
    conclusion, but over the coming days, he would see more and more fearful looks mixed
    in with the awed ones.

    Oliver Wood was just happy that Harry would be even more of an ace in the hole for
    his team, as long as the matches did not interfere with his professional ones. Harry
    now split three training sessions a week between Hogwarts, Tutshill, and the National
    Side. This did not mean that he slacked off in his studies, even if some of the
    Professors gave him a free pass to avoid homework.

    Harry was just looking forward to the Christmas Holidays. He was never lacking for
    money, but he now had a near steady income on top of what he would normally be able
    to acquire, and as such he was able to purchase greater gifts for his friends.

    He never felt like he was good enough to be wanted by the people who cared for
    him, and in his own twisted logic, he felt that he needed to give them more
    extravagant gifts so that they wouldn't leave him. He never said this out loud to
    anyone, but it didn't stop others from working out that something was going on.

    "Hmm, Fred?"

    "Yes, brother?"

    "Do you think that Harry might be, well, trying too hard?

    Fred sighed. He worried about his little friend. He and his twin were never seen
    as the most serious types, but they were more perceptive that people came to believe.
    The two of them could still picture the prison they rescued Harry from that summer.
    "Can you blame him?"

    "Probably not. Not if I were in his shoes."

    "Do you think we should talk to someone like Katie? You know he's got her wrapped
    around his finger. If she thought what we think..."

    "You know what Harry's like."

    "So what do you suggest, dear brother of mine?"

    "Harry Potter fan club?"
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    On the morning of Christmas Day, Harry woke up alone in his dormitory. The
    nightmare's evidence strew around him; sweat stained his sheets, and the top sheets
    were a mess at that. He was doing a lot better now than he had in the last few years,
    but over the past week or so, the nightmares were hitting him like a train.

    He supposed it must have something to do with the absence of the majority of his
    friends. Only the Weasley twins remained in the castle, and it meant that the
    fundamental bedrock of support he was now so used to have disappeared. Fred and
    George were a ray of sunlight as they were compassionate in their own ways, but he
    needed more even if he would never say it out loud.

    For so long he had nothing, no one, and now he had what he always wanted, plus so
    much more. He was addicted and wanted to feel that way all the time.

    He wrapped his dressing gown over his body and made his way down to the common
    room. Once again he pondered why Ron Weasley did not wake this early when magic was
    involved in his day, but shook his head of the thought. Today was not the time to
    think about such things.

    "Merry Christmas Harrikins!" the two spoke in chorus.

    "Merry Christmas you two." He nodded at a slightly annoyed looking Ron and sat
    down next to Ginny on the long sofa facing the fireplace.

    The girl squeaked and shuffled away slightly. Harry would have felt bad if not for
    the almost inaudible chuckles from his favourite twins. "And Merry Christmas to you
    too, Ginny." He noticed then that she was clutching hard onto an elegant set of
    quills which he was positive he gifted her for the season. She had been nothing but
    awkward around him since he had met her, but Fay had said that it would be polite to
    send her a gift for Christmas.

    Ron had thrown his gift, a pack of Every Flavoured Beans, in his own pile of
    presents. While Fred and George had a party pack each of prank and joke items that he
    knew they'd enjoy.

    Harry tore into his gifts with abandon, relishing in the fact that the year before
    was not some fluke. Each gift was treated with the respect he believed was deserved.
    Neville could have bought him a single chocolate frog and he would love it. Instead,
    he had the beginnings of tears moisten his eyes as he ripped open each wrapped gift
    that had been chosen with thought and appreciation of who he was. They had pooled
    together into groups it seemed, and bought him items relative to his interests, such
    as an expensive Transfiguration related book, and a moving painting depicting him in
    flight chasing after a snitch as two examples.

    He still had a long way to go, everyone knew that, but he was getting there. Step
    by step he would make his way into the light. He could see the source in the distance
    as the four youngest Weasleys and one Potter enjoyed ruining their morning appetites
    as they indulged in chocolate and sweets.

    In that early morning, it was what a normal experience would be for a normal boy.
    The nightmare was forgotten, even if his hand still stung, as he basked in the
    feeling of belonging.

    It would not be too long, before the nightmares would become real.
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    Hermione Granger never knew what to make of Harry Potter. He was a genuine enigma
    that she just could not work out.

    When she arrived at Hogwarts, she was determined to be the best of the best. She
    wanted to prove to everyone that even a plain girl with no magical background could
    be the better of those who were. When she was sorted into Gryffindor, at her own
    behest, she felt closer to her goal as she was in the old House of people such as
    Albus Dumbledore.

    She had entered her first lessons with restrained professionalism, knowing that
    she would be superior – she had practised so hard and studied so much. She was
    shaken, however, when her housemate, Harry Potter, had outshone her in nearly all
    subjects.

    The boy kept up with her academically, but she could not compare to his skill in
    practical magics.

    No matter, she kept her best foot forward and went about trying to be better than
    him, and in some ways, it was working. She was starting to leave him in the dust, but
    he would latch on to her progress and surpass her. What was the most galling was his
    almost apathy involved with his magical skill! She had to try so hard to succeed and
    this interloper who could not possibly try as hard as her, just strolled in and took
    her rightful space at the top!

    She could not even relish in her bettering at Potions, for even she realised the
    unfairness of their Professor. Then came the Quidditch fiasco. How could he be so
    skilled at that too? Then the professional league, and now the national team?

    He even had friends! And not some hanger-on like Ron, or the like-friendship she
    shared with Parvati and Lavender. He had true, real friends. Hermione could cry at
    the unfairness. He seemed to have it all. Fame, friends, skill. A perfect life.

    Yet she could not come to despise him. She was perceptive and saw him put the
    effort in, even if she wanted to pretend like it didn't exist. She saw how he was on
    a broomstick, and even she was awestruck at how natural it seemed for him to
    be in the sky. Then there was the way that people treated him. The comparisons
    between those close to him and those not was a clear as night and day. Not to say
    anything about Harry in general.

    His body was small and frail. He was pale, and the lightning bolt scar on his face
    was an ever present reminder of why he was famous in the first place. The additional
    scar that took up his left hand, which he was always rubbing idly, was proof that
    maybe everything wasn't great in the wonderful world of Harry Potter.

    Then there was the way he acted. It was so innocent that she could only stare
    sometimes when no one was watching. His wonder at the world surrounding him was
    blatant for even Ronald to view.

    Hermione Granger did not know what to make of Harry Potter. Was he this infamous
    Heir of Slytherin that gained in popularity as a theory by the day?

    Harry Potter was an enigma, and Hermione Granger felt that there was more to his
    story than people realised.
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    The second school match of the school year was upon them, and Harry was grinning
    from ear to ear; he felt incredibly confident that he would win the match. The
    training he was undertaking beyond the House team and into the international level
    had increased his natural skill to a more experienced evolution.

    His enthusiasm was reflected on his fellow team members. Hufflepuff was considered
    to be the 'worst' team out of the four Houses, but that did not mean that they could
    become complacent. Harry knew better than most that an underdog can succeed just as
    well as the favoured.

    As he took off, kicking smoothly at the ground, he allowed the cold breeze to
    envelop him as the pure bliss of Quidditch overtook him. 'I can definitely do this
    forever,' he thought elatedly.

    Cedric sat, balanced tautly on his own broom, the latest Cleansweep model, and
    gave a shaky smile followed by a thumbs up. It seemed as if he wanted to say
    something to him, but the roar of the crowd drowned out whatever noise came with the
    moving of his lips. The opposing Seeker simply shook his head and clearly mouthed
    'good game' to him, which was swiftly repeated.

    Hooch blew on the starting whistle and Harry relaxed. Having felt the pressure for
    the League matches, this was almost nothing to him. Katie had said to him once that
    she believed him to be part bird. The way he took to the sky was almost mesmerising
    to those watching, let alone the boy in question.

    But Harry wanted, no, he needed, to win. Beyond any other emotion, the
    desire to prove himself to not only his own psyche but also the expectations of
    others overrode all other feelings.

    He was not going to take it easy on Cedric though. He would not disrespect someone
    he believed highly of; indeed he respected the older boy. He was friendly and
    sociable, and whenever they interacted there a natural fit in the silences between
    dialogues. Harry would have gone all out no matter the opponent, but the difference
    in playstyle against Cedric Diggory would be completely different from a Seeker such
    as Malfoy.

    As such, Harry was running circles against a tiring Cedric, who was quickly coming
    to realise that the sharp turns and extravagant movements weren't just a form of
    showboating. He smirked dryly when the understanding of how he was being played hit
    him. Harry wanted to tire him out so he wouldn't be an issue when the Snitch chase
    began.

    The issue he was having was that it was working too well. By the time Harry
    inevitably caught the Snitch, Cedric was sweating more than he had in his whole
    life.

    "That was a brilliant game, Potter. You had me from the first minute."

    "I couldn't risk you getting near the Snitch, you're a good Seeker, Cedric. And
    call me Harry," he replied demurely.

    Cedric laughed, putting his arm across Harry's shoulder. He frowned when he felt
    the boy's body become stiff, and he could clearly see the whites of his eyes the way
    they had widened. Cedric did not like the way he had responded but decided to let it
    go when Harry slowly calmed down.

    Cedric and Harry left the pitch amiably, though Cedric wished the glare being sent
    his way by the Bell girl could lessen up a bit.

    The month of January continued with little issue. Snape and Malfoy continued to be
    annoyances, but no more than usual and so Harry could easily deal with their
    problems. Especially with the support of those closest to him.

    His academic progress was developing nicely too. He was consistently attaining
    high marks in all subjects apart from Potions, and his skill and proficiency during
    the practical placements of magic was developing at a fast pace. Though he still
    found it a struggle to increase the casting time of his spells.

    The school at large had petered out in its obsession to locate a perpetrator of
    the two petrification attacks; Harry's name was being spoken less each debate as to
    his potential as the Heir, and he was incredibly grateful for it.

    His relationships within his Circle maintained their closeness too, and Harry
    could easily state with clarity that he had never felt such constant happiness. In
    the back of his mind, he was aware that these halcyon days could, and most certainly
    would, not last and therefore was going to enjoy every moment. He even developed a
    friendship with Cedric that was at the same level as his own with Wood, much to the
    consternation of Katie which he could not quite understand.

    "He touched you without asking, Harry. I know you don't like it," she had mumbled
    when he asked her.

    "He didn't mean anything bad by it though."

    He understood her trepidation of it. He still feared that he would one day wake up
    from this dream, but the rational side of his brain knew she was just looking after
    him. Secretly he enjoyed the protectiveness of the Circle, but would never deem it
    profitable to speak such out loud.

    With his continued successes of Quidditch, both in and out of school, Lockhart was
    becoming more and more insufferable in his apparent quest to outdo the last Potter.
    Angelina had choked on her morning tea one day at the Daily Prophet's sports section.
    Lockhart had been coaching Harry for years in the hope that he would become
    Quidditch's next big thing.

    Harry had felt an ugly emotion when he read the words, and as he spotted the
    shining white teeth of the preening man, he could see the barely hidden fury of
    McGonagall and Flitwick as they too read the paper.

    The next morning's issue had a formal apology inside for 'Words taken out of
    context' in response to Harry's skill, as well as a formal demand for an apology from
    Gilderoy Lockhart for his libellous words. The sour glare Harry received could be
    weathered easily as he breathed a sigh of relief. Dumbledore raised his hand when
    Harry's wanderings took his sight to the rest of the staff table, causing Harry to
    exhale quickly from his nostrils at the hilarity of his Headmaster forcing the most
    popular newspaper to rescind false information.

    It turned out that Harry was considerably more popular that Lockhart, even if he
    could not understand why.

    "Harry, you better let us come watch."

    "She's right, Harrikins, you can't just jump onto the England team and not have
    your incredibly amazing friends not come cheer you on."

    Fred and Fay had cornered him one morning, both somehow awake much earlier than
    they normally were. Katie stood beside him, features dancing in amusement.

    "I can't just get tickets out of the blue like that. Anyway, I'm not playing yet.
    There's a qualifier in June, that's the first time." He wanted to have them come to
    watch but did not think that the team would appreciate him handing out free tickets
    to his collection of friends at every game. "The only person who's coming to watch
    that one is Professor McGonagall. Even then it's at the suggestion of Professor
    Dumbledore because we're playing Scotland and he thought it'd be funny."

    He supposed he should have anticipated the Headmaster to be a connoisseur of
    humour, but Harry felt bad for laughing at the plight of his Transfiguration teacher
    when Dumbledore told him about the plan. He was almost a big kid in reality.

    Harry could never be more thankful that these people had fallen into his life. He
    could not quite categorise the varying levels of closeness he had with each one of
    those precious to him but took each one as a boon to his lifted spirits.

    The two of them playfully hounded him to the Great Hall where breakfast awaited
    them.

    A wide-eyed McGonagall greeted them at the entrance with a sense of astonishment.
    "Mr Weasley, Miss Dunbar, are the two of you well? Do you need Poppy's assistance
    this morning? It is most unlike the two of you to be awake this early in the
    morning."

    Their lively responses had Harry and Katie tittering as they made their way up the
    slightly chilly room to begin their day.

    "Mr Potter I daresay you should keep your entourage at a more easily controllable
    level if you wouldn't mind."

    He ignored the half-hearted protests from his 'groupies' as they sometimes
    referred to themselves as and responded with a completely straight face. "Of course
    professor. I may have been too lenient with them. They're already acting out."

    "Maybe we need a leash for them," Katie provided.

    "If you wouldn't mind, Miss Bell, I'm sure it would be much appreciated by the
    public at large."

    This was how most days went in Harry's life now. The commonality that was shared
    between them all was positively influencing Harry in such a way that he even noticed
    his cursed scars were less painful. He could bear with each day to a far greater
    standard than he could ever have anticipated as well. His confidence had grown leaps
    and bounds, and his feelings of self-worth had advanced to higher levels.

    He was beginning to act like a normal boy his age... barring the extended fame of
    his now international sporting career, his immense magical capabilities, as well as
    his apparent trouble with attracting varying levels of misfortune.
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    Harry, Neville, and Fay were on their way back to their common room after another
    failure of a Defence lesson when Fay asked to stop by the toilet quickly.

    Fay had a stormy look when she saw the wet floor in the corridor, but she
    desperately needed to go so she bit the bullet.

    "I won't be long."

    "It's okay, we're not going anywhere special," Neville replied, backed up by a
    single nod from Harry.

    Fay did a little hop and shot through the door.

    "I told her it would be a bad idea to bring a flagon of pumpkin juice to class,"
    said an exasperated Neville.

    Harry simply hummed and leaned on the wall. His wand was out now and he was idly
    flicking it about to make sparks. He altered the spell slightly and began using it
    like a sparkler, with the shapes remaining for longer than usual.

    "What's taking so long?" he murmured. There was a loud bang coming from the
    bathroom, which caused the two boys to share a confused look. "Um, that didn't sound
    normal, Nev."

    Neville coughed into his hand. "Er, Fay?" he shouted into the gap left into the
    toilets. "Everything okay in there?"

    A high pitched shriek floated out of the room and Neville darted inside. "Fay?
    What's wrong?"

    Harry stepped hesitantly in after him and collided into Neville's back. "Ow. Nev
    why'd you stop?"

    He picked himself off the wet floor, wishing he knew a competent drying charm,
    having to resort to a self-taught weak one to try to remove the disgusting feeling of
    toilet water soaking through his clothes.

    The source of the screeching did not come from Fay, it appeared, instead, there
    was a teenaged ghost making laps of the central sinks.

    "I'm telling you, you crazy woman, I didn't throw a stupid book at you!"

    "Lies! Lies! Lies! I know it was you. You all come here to make fun of 'poor
    Moaning Myrtle.' You think it's funny to just toss things at me, knowing it'll just
    go through me. Well, just because I'm dead doesn't mean I don't have feelings!"

    Fay flapped her arms in frustration. "Guys, tell this crazy bint I just needed the
    toilet. Tell her damn it!"

    Harry stepped forward, arms out minutely with his palms raised to show he was no
    threat. "She's right, Fay would never do something like that. Trust me."

    The ghost just started bawling, her screams like nails down a chalkboard. The
    three living souls covered their ears and were thankful when the girl vanished down
    one of the toilets.

    "Fay," started Neville. "What the hell just happened?"

    "It must be hard to be a ghost."

    "Quiet, Harry, she's just a crazy girl who likes to ruin everything." Harry knew
    she didn't mean that; Fay's hair was soaked and frazzled, while her clothes seemed
    worse than his own. "That was Moaning Myrtle. Girl died in school years ago and likes
    to take it out on every girl who just needs to use the loo."

    Harry didn't say a word as he spotted the offending book that allegedly was thrown
    at the ghost. He walked over to it and bent down to peer at the bronze inlay on the
    cover.

    'T. M. Riddle ' it said.

    His two friends both had looks of disgust at the diary he had brought with
    him.

    "Guys, it's completely dry. If the water didn't get onto it, it means it's
    magical. "

    "Yeah, but Harry," Neville said, "It was in a toilet. That's just disgusting."

    Fay was in agreement. "I get it. Magical diary and all, but c'mon Harry, it's
    rank."

    Harry was just interested in the whole concept of the diary – he wondered if it
    had any further properties. The Sorting Hat did question putting him in Ravenclaw,
    and his fascination with what spell it was charmed with, drew him in.

    When they returned to the common room, the aura of the place was sombre. The Fat
    Lady had an odd look, and the faces of each student seemed slightly off.

    "Harry!" He barely had time to brace himself when Katie cannonballed into him.
    "Oh, I was so worried about you!"

    "Why? What's up, Katie?"

    Angelina came up to his side, pulling him into her own tight hug. "You had us all
    in a bit of a worry, Harry. If I hadn't sat on her, Katie was going to run right
    'round the castle to get you."

    Neville and Fay were talking heatedly with the other second years off in their own
    grouping, shock, and fear coursing over their faces.

    "Angie, Katie... what happened? Another attack?" The two winced. His eyes
    hardened. "It was a Gryffindor again wasn't it?"

    "And a Hufflepuff," Katie croaked out. "Finch-something."

    "Fletchley" he responded automatically.

    Katie hadn't let go of him. Her arms were quaking, and he could feel her sobs
    reverberate on his torso. "It got Alicia."

    He shut down. His friend had been attacked by the Heir of Slytherin.

    "Is she..."

    "Petrified, like Creevey and the cat." His arms slowly, hesitantly, came up to
    rest on Katie's. Angelina carried on, a haunted visage reflecting the sorrow she was
    feeling inside. "They were found together. Near each other, I mean. I don't get it
    though. She's not a muggleborn. The Hufflepuff was, but she wasn't. I mean, both her
    parents are, but she's classified as a half-blood. She should have been safe!"

    Harry could see Fred and George in the alcove by the smallest window on the level.
    He knew the two were close, and many a joke had been said at the expense of Fred
    being more than interested in the girl. He did not think he had ever seen the boy cry
    before.

    Katie was trembling intermittently still. This was more than just a prank gone
    wrong now. A second house member had been attacked by this thing. Absently he noted
    the grim stares pointed directly at him by a few poorly concealed grimaces. 'Do they
    think this proves I'm the Heir? Angelina and Katie don't think that...'

    "They've cancelled lessons for the rest of the week," Neville said as he walked
    over. "Apparently the professors are putting in a curfew. They're hunting the Heir."
    Fay came over from where Fred and George were sat and pulled Angelina into a tight
    hug. Neville and Harry glanced over the room, taking in the frightened appearances of
    all years.

    Harry couldn't process what was going on.

    All good things do seem to come to an end.
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    They were not permitted to leave the common room unless escorted in groups by
    Prefects or teachers from that time on. Harry was still to be escorted to the outside
    Quidditch practices, but his heart was not in the game.

    Another match came and went, though it was a more tight game than previous ones. A
    sympathetic Sprout was his chaperone to this latest one, and in order to try and lift
    his mood, she introduced him to the entrance to the kitchens.

    Days went by, and Harry had near nothing to do while cooped in his dormitory. Oft
    times Angelina would be with Fred and George so as to comfort each other, while
    Neville and Fay kept a small distance from he and Katie; the two of them were friends
    with Alicia, but not as close knit as Harry, and definitely not as much as Katie and
    Angelina were.

    That night, Ron, Seamus, and Dean were embarrassed to have a pyjama clad Katie sit
    facing Harry on his bed as they enjoyed each other's company. Ron was most vocal
    about it, but Neville dragged him to the other side of the room when his complaints
    brought Katie to an emotional outburst.

    "Over here you ginger idiot!"

    They ended up waking early in the morning, both backs against his headboard, his
    head laying on her shoulder. He froze immediately, but the weak whimper that she
    released could only cause him distress, superseding any feeling of embarrassment. His
    friend needed him, and he needed her with him. Alicia was their friend, and they had
    to cope with it in their own way.

    Katie had been there for him throughout everything. A powerful sense of
    determination flooded his body, and he knew he had to return the favour. He never
    asked him for anything whenever she was there to comfort him. To make him feel
    better. So he would be there for her in this time of need. It may not have been
    considered healthy for a 12 year old to compartmentalize in such a manner, but his
    past caused him to work differently than most.

    Katie needed him, and he was going to be that comfort blanket that was
    necessary.

    Harry was wide awake now. Katie's arm was curved around his waist, pulling him
    into her body. Though he initially blushed at the contact, he steadied his heartbeat
    and extracted himself so as not to wake her up.

    He searched through his trunk, wand lit dimly to guide his way, and found the book
    he was after. He opened it to the marked page and began to write inside it. The quill
    was ever present on his bedside table, with the inkpot placed there next to it. Many
    a time a joke had been made by Seamus and Neville as to him looking best in blue and
    bronze instead of red and gold.

    The words sped onto the pages as he wrote.

    Well, he may as well get his homework done while he could. When Katie and the rest
    were awake, he didn't think he would get a chance to do so, and he wanted Lockhart's
    work out of the way for a reason.

    It was also a welcome distraction from the previous day's events. He wanted to
    spend as little time as possible thinking about it as he could.

    Riddle's Diary resided in his book bag, untouched and unopened.
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    Harry was throwing his all into his training. It helped to take away the feeling
    of helplessness and despondency that ravaged his being.

    "You have to do your training, Harry," Angelina had said behind shaking fingers.
    "Alicia was always the most excited about you," she let out a little snort, "Well,
    except for Oliver I suppose, you know, going pro. There'd be hell to pay if she found
    out you had stopped training 'cause of her."

    She was right, of course, and he had taken her words to heart. One of his friends
    had been attacked by this Heir; anything that could be done was, so as to keep his
    mind off of it all.

    He never really had to put everything into his matches. Sure, he had tried, and he
    had pushed himself beyond the average, but there had never been that moment where he
    was made to go 'all out' as it were. Brooms, according to one of the English Team's
    maintenance witches, had a power similar to wands, in that it acted better or worse
    depending upon the one riding it. Harry would occasionally push his magic and stamina
    into his flying but never had expended his full effort into it.

    The manager was almost crying tears of joy when he saw how Harry was flying
    himself to exhaustion on each training day. "Potter, if you fly like that on match
    day, I swear we've got the World Cup in the bag."

    Harry glanced at the visitor's box, a content looking Flitwick drinking out of a
    cup while he had a stack of parchment on either side of him. He was tired. He was
    draining every ounce of energy these last few days and he did not know what he could
    do.

    His friends needed him just as much as he needed them. A part of him felt so
    selfish for participating in this when he could be supporting Angelina, Katie, and
    the others. But he would think on Angelina's words and carry on.

    The sun was constantly shining bright, and the heat during the day belied the dark
    nature of the occurrences in the castle. 'It shouldn't seem so... normal,' he thought
    as he dodged another Beater combo from the English players: Warbles and Smythe.

    When the session was over, sweat pouring down his body and clothes sticking to him
    uncomfortably, he followed along beside his quiet professor.

    "Harry, I understand that things may seem... wrong, lately. But you need to calm
    down." He made a noise in the back of his throat as Harry tried to complain. "You
    will burn yourself out if you are not careful Harry. Did you know that Mr Longbottom
    came to me this morning? He's worried about you. Says that you won't talk to them,
    that you're constantly practising magic, studying, or here. I understand that things
    may not be the greatest. I can imagine exactly how you feel right now, but don't push
    away those who want to help you."

    Harry was silent as he took in his professor's words. It had only been a short
    time since what had happened, but reflecting back, he could see Flitwick's point.

    "I... suppose, sir." Flitwick gave him a sidelong glance. "It's just everything.
    The whole situation just seems so wrong. Why was Alicia attacked?
    Why..."

    "Why was it not you?"

    Harry nodded near imperceptibly.

    They came to the fireplace they were to floo back to Hogwarts in. "Harry." He made
    sure that he had his full attention. "Do you know how you can emerge victorious when
    life beats you down?" A shake of the head. "You keep on living. You live the best
    life you can. You have your friends who, yes, are suffering right now. But how can
    you expect them to get past this if someone they care so much about is falling as
    well." Flitwick sighed. "I cannot tell you what to do, Harry, but I can advise. I
    have seen many students go through so much during my tenure at Hogwarts. There is so
    much that I wish could be done or undone, but I cannot do so. Harry, don't throw away
    something that is so precious because you don't believe you deserve the care of
    others."

    Harry wondered how much he knew, or at least believed. He felt tired. More than
    just the exhaustion he was feeling.

    "Thank you, sir." His body ached and his emotions could not decide what they
    wished to land on. When he got back, he had some people he needed to see.
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    Cho Chang had never really spoken to Harry Potter before. Yes, she had seen him
    about the castle, usually in the company of that boy and girl who she believed was in
    his year. Or with the Gryffindor Quidditch team dragging him this way and that.
    'Especially Bell.'

    When the boy had first had his name spoken by McGonagall to be sorted, she, like
    near every other student, stared unabashedly at the boy-who-lived. There had been so
    many different stories told by parents to their children of the saviour of the
    Wizarding World, that it was difficult to differentiate between fact and fiction.

    An unhealthy looking, tiny, terrified boy was not what she was expecting. When he
    was sorted into Gryffindor there had been many a grumble from her housemates at the
    location he was put. She, however, quickly put it out of her mind.

    Over the course of the previous year, she would hear stories about his skills in
    magic, but would only listen to half the tale with limited attention. When she saw
    him fly against Slytherin was the time she began to take more note of him.

    He seemed so quiet – shy – but polite. Friendly, but wary. She would see him tense
    up if someone got too close to him; it was as if his guard was up permanently. She
    just chalked it down to the fact that you-know-who had tried to murder him as a baby.
    That would be enough to make anyone jittery.

    Then there was the story about the third floor corridor. Nobody could say exactly
    what occurred, but Harry was in the hospital wing with a nasty looking new scar, and
    several Slytherins were in deep trouble with the Headmaster, personally.

    However, her attention was increased tenfold after he was appointed her supported
    team's brand new Seeker. When he began storming the team up the league table, she
    became Ravenclaw's biggest supporter of him. Her friend Marietta would laugh at her
    for having his poster on the wall by her bed, but she didn't care. Harry Potter was
    her new favourite person, and what supporter didn't have their most choice player's
    likeness moving about their wall?

    She was walking down the staircase, heading back from the library, when she passed
    him heading the other way. The first thing she noticed was how sunken he
    looked. She knew that his friend was laid up in a hospital bed, but Harry appeared to
    be taking it quite hard.

    "Harry." 'What am I doing?' He turned; there was a strange look about him as if he
    wasn't all there. "You're brilliant." 'What the hell am I saying?' "I mean. I've
    supporting Tutshill since I was really small. You're like, the best thing we've had
    for the team in years."

    The boy in front of her... he was staring at her, but he just was not all there.
    "Um, thanks."

    They stood there in awkward silence. "Er, I hope your friend gets better, Harry."
    'Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.'

    "Yeah. Me too."

    "Well, I'm off to dinner, so... see you around?" 'Smooth, Cho, reeeeall
    smooth.'

    "Yeah." He smiled. It was small, barely noticeable. But it was there. "See you
    around."

    When Cho sat next to Marietta a few minutes later, she slammed her head into her
    hands.

    "Cho," her friend seemed hesitant. "Everything good?"

    Cho just groaned. 'I'm a bloody idiot.'
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    The next day saw Harry sitting next to Alicia's bed, Katie by his side, as they
    decided to visit before breakfast.

    'That girl...' Harry had had a strange incident the day before where a random
    Ravenclaw girl had stopped him as he sleepily climbed the staircase to get back his
    common room. At first, he thought she would sneer at him and accuse him of some
    imagined attack, but instead, he got an uncomfortable encounter involving his
    Quidditch career.

    But it had triggered him midway. Not in a bad way. She may not have meant it in a
    way that he had taken it, that was incredibly doubtful, but he had a grand epiphany
    by the end of the strange talk.

    The Ravenclaw had been polite and had expressed sympathy for his plight involving
    Alicia, but there was no accusation. There was nothing in her tone that made him out
    to be at fault for anything. Just a, 'hope she gets better.'

    When he saw his friends once more, he never said an apology to them. He just acted
    as he had before the knowledge of the attack. It was subtle, but he could see them
    all relax slightly. It was as if they were permanently tense as they were forced to
    increase their worry to how he was acting as well.

    He had met Katie once more for breakfast but had asked a question first. "Do you
    mind if we see Alicia before we go down?"

    Katie had held his hand as they walked in, but it felt different than before. Idly
    he realised that he had taken her hand in his, as their positioning had his hand in
    the dominant grasp. Usually, it was Katie who instigated the action, but in this
    instance, he had taken the initiative. It was a new experience for him as he pulled
    Katie along.

    "She doesn't look right."

    She was right. Alicia did not seem natural. She looked just like an imitation of a
    person rather than a teenage girl who should be living her life instead of lying
    there in such a way.

    The two of them sat in silence, acknowledging a stressed Pomfrey as she began her
    duties for the day.

    Their hands were still entwined, and Harry surprised himself when he realised that
    he was drawing shapes on the back of Katie's hand with his thumb. 'When did she put
    her head there?' he thought as her head lay on his shoulder. For too long it had been
    her helping him. For too long he had been the weak one.

    The words rang in his skull. 'You have friends who are suffering.'

    They did so much for him and were always so strong. From now on, he refused to let
    that be the case. He would not be so selfish as to take them for granted. He felt so
    pathetic for how he behaved. He still needed them, but they needed him too. So he
    would be there. A give and take. They continued to sit in silence until as one, their
    stomachs grumbled.

    Katie moved Alicia's fringe aside and leaned in to press a soft kiss upon her
    brow. Then, hand in hand, they left to begin their day.

    What they saw when they entered the Great Hall enough to make them both retch.
    There was a pink sheen along each wall, and brightly coloured candles dotted the air
    above each table. Rose petals blew about the room leaving soft caresses upon the
    tables and the people who sat at them.

    "The hell is this?" spoke a frazzled Katie. "It looks like a romance novel
    exploded everywhere."

    Harry could only agree. They walked over to the end of the Gryffindor table,
    noticing that McGonagall's face seemed pinched. Snape's eye was twitching a mile a
    minute, and Flitwick was ramrod straight in his seat. Dumbledore was the only one
    there who appeared to be appeased by the events occurring.

    "Happy Valentine's Day!" Lockhart shouted. "And may I thank the forty-six people
    who have so far sent me cards! Yes, I have taken the liberty of arranging this little
    surprise for you all - and it doesn't end here!"

    "I'm going to strangle him in his sleep." Harry spluttered out his morning coffee
    – heavily laden with sugar – as he worked his head over Angelina's words. The
    stuttering laugh couldn't escape his mouth as the drink fought against it.

    The doors opened, and a smattering of barely concealed giggles came about as a
    swarm of winged dwarves marched in. "My friendly, card-carrying cupids!" beamed
    Lockhart. "They will be roving around the school today delivering your
    valentines!"

    "Wait, what? Delivering Valentine's?" He didn't know who said that.

    Students were blushing and looking around them. 'Why is life so odd?' Harry mused
    despondently.

    Harry wanted to enjoy his Sunday. There was no homework that needed doing, and no
    Quidditch training. He had finally got back into a groove with the unharmed Circle,
    and a sense of normality was returning.

    All of them agreed that they would avoid leaving the common room unless they had
    to; none of them really wanted to get involved with some harp-playing, surly looking
    dwarves who were being paid to sing Valentine's to other students.

    "I wouldn't go out there if I were you, Harry," Dean Thomas had said to him when
    he came over to play some exploding snap. He seemed ruffled. "Got damn chased by one
    of those things. Horrendous it was. Had a whole load demand to know where you were.
    Be careful mate."

    Katie, who was sitting on the sofa behind them reading a book, looked over with a
    slight look of disgust. "I think we'll be staying in here then."

    Unfortunately, dinner was not room service included. They went as a group to first
    visit Alicia before visiting times closed, which after the attacks was happening
    earlier than usual. It was on the way to the Great Hall that a dwarf stopped them in
    their tracks.

    Harry didn't get a chance to run as the angry looking thing leapt into the air and
    landed on his person. "Right, you little bugger, been lookin' for you all day. Now
    stay still:

    His eyes are as green as a fresh pickled toad,

    His hair is as dark as a blackboard,

    I wish he was mine,

    He's really divine,

    The hero who conquered the Dark Lord."

    It was Fred and George who acted first. They knew that Harry hated being touched
    by those who he didn't know, and as they saw him seize up, his face showing nothing
    but terror, they were not happy whatsoever.

    "Relashio"

    "Depulso"

    Katie was fuming. Her arms were encircling her friend, and the combined glares of
    Neville, Angelina, and Fay had nothing on her own. She turned to the growing crowd,
    many of whom had nothing bur mirth in the ensuing act before them. "Any more of this,
    and I swear that they'll regret it."

    Many had been cowed by her tone, but Malfoy was leading the response of the
    Slytherins.

    When they entered the Great Hall, Katie led an almost calmed down Harry to a table
    while Fred and Angelina walked up to the Staff table. What happened next lost
    Gryffindor 80 points and gave the two of them a week of detention, but seeing
    Lockhart so beaten down was definitely worth it.

    While this was all occurring downstairs, one Ginevra Weasley was opening up the
    diary that she thought she was finished with.

    She had overheard Fay complaining about the book the other night, saying that
    Harry – she squealed into her pillow at his name – had found the dirty book on the
    toilet floor. That toilet floor.

    She had panicked while she listened. There was so much she had done that Tom could
    tell him! But she didn't know where he would have put it. It was thrown away because
    she was getting scared. Scared for what she was becoming.

    She remembered when she stood over Mrs Norris, blankly staring at her handiwork.
    Tom had been so nice to her. Telling her that the cat was practice. That she needed
    to test the snake; if the large beast could even listen to her when she was not
    technically a Parselmouth.

    He had been so proud of her. She would look at the words that had been poison
    pouring into her ears.

    Then there was the Creevey boy. All he ever talked about was Harry. Harry. Harry.
    Harry. And then Harry let him take photos. But not with her. With others. She became
    angry when the boy, who was so annoying, was speaking to Harry. But he
    wouldn't talk to her. Why wouldn't he? Why would he speak to that boy?

    She had followed Colin out that night. Tom was whispering in her ear – how – his
    words became speech, letters dancing from page to mind. Then she was back in her bed,
    scared. She was so scared. She couldn't remember anything. She wasn't being herself.
    She was something different now.

    There were nights when she could not sleep. Where she wanted to write home, or
    tell her brothers exactly what was going on. But she couldn't. They would hate her.
    Harry would hate her. It was all for him. Her mother had told her so many
    stories, and she wanted him. Needed him.

    Then there was that boy. He was saying such horrible things about her Prince. He
    was so full of himself. So hurtful, and he was going about saying that he was
    arrogant. Harry was not arrogant! He was sweet, and kind, and loving, and beautiful.
    She was feeling so hateful. So angry.

    And that girl was there too. She was arguing with the boy, and Ginny smiled so
    terribly that she felt her cheeks ache with the pain.

    She wanted to be able to talk to Harry like she did. She had seen the girl hug her
    Prince. She wanted to do that! Not her! It wasn't fair! None of it was fair! She was
    the little one. The youngest Weasley. So poor, so helpless. But not now. Tom was
    helping her, making her stronger. He was saying such sweet things, so loving and
    tender.

    She was being so sick. The vomit escaping uncontrollably as the words appeared on
    the page. She could hear his voice as the words of slime reverberated in her ears.
    The floor was flooded and she could hear the ghost crying once more. She fled,
    tossing the diary in the air, not listening to wear it landed as she fled. She ran
    and ran and ran until she could run no more.

    She thought that was it. But then she saw his face. The group of them were so sad
    and she felt sick once more. The guilt was strong, too strong, in her. It was
    consuming her. Then he had the diary and she became so ill.

    She waited, the Valentine was sent out and she needed him to listen to how she
    felt about him. About Harry Potter – the boy-who-lived.

    He didn't listen! He refused to leave!

    She cried so much that the tears ran out. Why wouldn't he see her? Why would he
    not listen to her emotions? She felt so much about him that it hurt her heart. So she
    waited. Waited until he left.

    She had to get the diary back. If Harry found out that it was her...

    She sneaked into his dorm, and it was in the first place she checked. It had not
    left his book bag and for that she was thankful. Nothing had been said by him about
    her, so she knew she had made it in time.

    She lay on her stomach, quill poised above the page. She had felt it the moment
    the diary was in her hand. The moment her fingertips grazed the pages everything felt
    alright again.

    She began to write once more, and her eyes flashed once. Red.
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    For the first time in a while, Harry was alone. Except for Hedwig who was sat on
    his dorm's window ledge, appreciating her human's gentle touches upon her plumage.
    She would trill softly as he spoke, appreciating the care he was gifting her.

    Life was carrying on as best it could. A month had advanced since Alicia's
    petrification, and they were trying as hard as they could to move beyond the despair
    that had developed because of it.

    Flitwick was right. Harry needed them, but they needed him too. Never had he
    believed that so many people would become so important to his very being. He refused
    to behave in such a way that would turn them away from him, so he dragged his body
    out of his selfishness, and out to the open. It was as if they were mourning someone
    still alive the way they acted.

    So he made himself strong. Stronger than before. Malfoy's taunts became
    meaningless. He would have laughed at the look on his face when he just didn't
    care what he was saying. Snape's vileness seemed so petty. So insignificant in
    the greater scheme of things. His words washed over him, like water of a duck's back
    now. And Lockhart, while so inept, appeared as like a child to his senses. He was an
    idiot, and Harry did not have time to worry about his idiocy. Not when one of his own
    was hurt.

    No longer would he be the weak little boy that had to be coddled. He stood up,
    above his weakness and made the actions he took worthwhile. They became meaningful to
    those around him and, like him, his Circle began to improve.

    They saw his strength through adversity and were awed by it. Whether consciously
    or not, they saw the person they had been the most worried for grow and become
    someone who refused to let this phase him. This was his gravitas.

    They were more subdued than they normally would be, with the glaring absence of
    one of their key people, but it did not stop them from trying to advocate normality.
    Oliver had been subdued when he held a small trial for potential Chaser's to replace
    Alicia for their last match.

    There had been some angry rants at him for that, but he put his foot down when he
    stated that no one was replacing Alicia, and if she was cured before the match then
    she would return to her position. No matter what, Alicia was not going to be losing
    her place, even if her replacement was to be on a level with Harry.

    He wasn't sure if Wood was truthful there, but for such a fanatic as the older boy
    was, that would be the most heartfelt thing he could have said. It definitely got a
    hard look from a girl in the boy's year that seemed to work out well for him.

    So things moved on, as they would be wont to do. His regret was only that things
    could be so... normal, only after the events proceeding it. Instead of letting it
    dwell within his mind, he just carried on stroking his owl and let out a request that
    everything would work out in the end.
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    He had never set foot in Dumbledore's office before that day. It definitely
    belonged to the eccentric Headmaster. Books were lining each shelf, and fantastic
    looking items dotted across the room.

    "I feel, Harry, that I must owe you a deep apology."

    "Sir?" Harry would not lie. He was very confused.

    "It was my intent that you could experience a normal, or what accounts for normal
    I suppose, school life. From the first day, it seems that I was mistaken that this
    could happen."

    Harry was unsure if he was being insulted, but kept his mouth shut.

    "You see, Harry, I am not blind. When I left you with your Aunt and Uncle that
    night, I had hoped that you would be raised with the same love and care that Lily
    would have given you. Petunia is the last of your close blood, and as such, there are
    certain protections in place which would be unavailable elsewhere.

    "Harry, my boy, I need to ask you this. Is there anything... anything at all you
    want to tell me? It matters not what it is, but is there something? Anything?"

    Harry opened his mouth marginally. Then closed it once more, swallowing
    uncomfortably. 'I could. Maybe he could get me out. Maybe he could help.'

    "There... there is something, sir." He refused to raise his head. He did not want
    to see Dumbledore as he spoke. "I- I don't want to go back. I don't want to go back
    there. I don't like the way that people like Malfoy can get away with everything they
    do. I don't like it when Snape..."

    "Professor Snape, Harry." Harry stopped, an incredulous look marring his features
    as his eyes widened in disbelief. He had thought that Dumbledore could help. That he
    could understand.

    "Professor Severus Snape may be a bit... rough around the edges, my boy, but he is
    here for a purpose. If I recall, he has many a time complained to me about your own
    behaviour."

    "But I haven't done anything! He's a bully. He hates me and I don't know why."
    Harry couldn't believe what he was hearing.

    "There are some things that may never be revealed I am afraid. There is a reason
    for everything, and unfortunately, I am unable to disclose all that you may wish." He
    took a breath, deep and long as he sunk into his chair. "I have had words with
    Severus, and he has come to see things my way more oft than not. I can only take what
    has been said to me, not what I have not seen." Dumbledore appeared his age; he
    seemed so weary of everything, and Harry couldn't help but feel pity for the man
    before him.

    "Snape can't stand me. Potions was the lesson I thought I would enjoy the most at
    Hogwarts. I've always had to be a good cook. I had to know what went where and what
    each ingredient did to a meal. Aunt Petunia taught me. She said that if I was going
    to make the food, then I would be making it perfect. And I never got complaints, not
    recently anyway, so I thought that Potions would be so similar, and it was. But
    Snape... Sir, he's always so horrible. He's a bully. I was so looking forward to it,
    but he ruined it."

    By the end of it, he was panting, flushed and trembling. Dumbledore sat there
    maintaining eye contact, his eyes twinkling madly.

    "I will speak to Severus further, my boy, you have my word," he said in the same
    volume as Harry's normal voice. "I'm afraid that Mr Malfoy's life is benefited from
    the world of politics, Harry. A lot of what occurs in the castle is of my
    benediction, unfortunately, I have a lot less power here than people believe.

    "And on the case of the Dursley's." Harry could have wept. "I am truly sorry
    Harry. I truly, truly am."

    The two cried, one for the injustices of the world, and one for the misery he felt
    in his empathy for the other. For his guilt and shame.

    Then the most beautiful song filled the room and it all felt okay again. It was as
    if a weight was removed from his heart as the pure serenity filled his body.

    Harry closed his eyes as he absorbed the complete beauty of the melody. It was as
    if a light erupted from his heart, and he embraced it all. Every worry, every hurt
    was relieved. His tears returned but they were no longer of the shadows that had been
    consuming him.

    The tune ended, and his eyes opened once more. Dumbledore was stunned by what he
    had witnessed. The purity of Fawkes' cry was such that it would cause immense pain in
    those who dabbled in darkness, but of the light, it would have the complete opposite
    effect. Such as what happened in front of him, as Harry Potter had been, for lack of
    a better word, purified.

    Never had he seen such a strong reaction. 'Harry. You...'

    For just a brief time, a moment of bliss, Harry's scars did not ache. For the
    first time, Harry felt pure happiness.

    "Harry, my boy, I feel you may surprise us all."
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    His heart was lighter than it had ever been, and it showed.

    The crowd did not see Harry Potter right then. They saw an artist using the broom
    as his paintbrush.

    None of them knew what had happened between him and Dumbledore, but when Harry sat
    down on the long sofa before the fireplace, there was something different about him
    that they could not quite put a finger on.

    He was still the same person, but they had all noticed the difference he
    exuded.

    "We had a talk," was all he would say about it.

    Even Katie could not get the words out of him, stating that what transpired that
    night was something he just could not explain.

    'How could I?' he reflected. 'How could they understand what that was?'

    Dumbledore had given him a thorough background to a Phoenix and their workings.
    Harry would have immediately refuted the words spoken if he had not experienced the
    tranquillity of the Phoenix song.

    "Sir, can anyone get a Phoenix, or is there something stopping them?"

    "There are very few enclaves left I'm afraid, Harry. The story of how Fawkes and I
    partnered is a long and complex one, and cannot be truly understood, unless
    experienced."

    Harry had not fully comprehended the majesty of some of the creatures that
    inhabited the magical world until that moment. Dumbledore had simply smiled at the
    boy.

    "If you would like my opinion, Harry, then I would suggest choosing Care of
    Magical Creatures as an elective for next year. Though there will be no Phoenix's
    involved, there are a vast amount of creatures in this world that you may enjoy just
    as much."

    He had kept the memory of that night in his heart and mind, carrying him forward
    through the rough times ahead. The weeks sailed by, and all of them were missing
    their friend. But Harry, who instead of being the one they expected to have to
    comfort and care for the most, had instead turned the tables on all their
    expectations.

    Each one of them had his attention at some point or another, even Fay and Neville,
    who were not as close to Alicia as he or the others were, still gained some measure
    of comfort. Everyone had noticed the changes, and all of them agreed that it was not
    confidence per se that he had developed, but almost like a sense of carpe
    diem.

    And now, he was dancing to his own tune across the Hogwarts Quidditch pitch. The
    Ravenclaw Seeker could not hope to keep up with him before, and now she had no way to
    do such a thing. It was never a hope to best Harry; the other teams had decided that
    it was almost impossible to do so. It was now a source of pride, between Hufflepuff
    and Ravenclaw at least, to see how well they could possibly do against him, even with
    a reserve Chaser taking Alicia's space.

    It was of no one's surprise when Harry caught the Snitch and the Cup was once more
    placed into Oliver Wood's arms.

    She had seen it afterwards. She had noticed how different he was acting and it set
    her heart aflutter. When she told Tom that there was something about him that she
    could just sense, he had returned with diatribes of his purity and innocence.

    My dear Ginny he had written. Someone has corrupted him. If your
    Harry is not acting himself, and the way he is acting proves this, then I do believe
    that it is possible someone has got to him.

    But who Tom? She was near frantic with worry. She had to help him.

    Oh, dearest. My poor, poor girl. You must look amongst his closest. Only then
    will you find the culprit.

    She had. She kept an eye out and an ear to the ground. If her destined was in
    trouble, then it would be down to her to find out a way to help him.

    It all came to a head after the victory against Ravenclaw. She had tried to search
    the stands for who may be the one cursing him, and she knew that Neville and Fay were
    close to him – his best friends, she understood.

    Neville was too weak magically to do something, which was good. The boy was sweet
    and kind. Not as much as her Harry of course, but enough for her to not wish harm
    upon him. Tom had agreed. He had said that someone so pure should not be harmed.

    The girl she frowned at. Though she seemed like half a boy as Ginny sometimes, she
    never tried to do anything to get closer to her Harry. No, the girl was not the
    issue.

    Her brothers? She was happier to watch the team as they flew, for it meant that
    she could stare at Harry's perfection for longer. Tom would always agree that Harry
    was the one to watch.

    He is important Ginny. So very, very important. He must be looked after, and I
    know that you will be the one to do it. Trust me, Ginny, you need to be the one for
    him. You must.

    She was glad she had Tom. He was helping her so much. But no, her brothers were
    stupid. Even if they harboured issue with her Harry they could not do anything to
    harm him. It did not matter anyway. She had her target. She knew exactly who was to
    blame.

    The team was leaving the field as Ginny Weasley saw it happen. The embrace was
    long and loving. That should have been her down there, holding him to her breast. She
    knew the evil, sinful thoughts of the girl. She was pretty, she would give her that,
    but she had another thing coming if the smile on Harry's face was because of her. No,
    it was the curse. It had to be.

    The veins on her forehead bulged as her eyes sharpened and the whites became
    cracked with the lightning of bursting blood vessels. She would make the girl pay.
    She will be the success story.

    The crowd had all but vanished, and none saw the blood dripping out her nostril as
    her obsession consumed her. 'When Tom? Now? Yes, Tom. Now.'

    She whispered the spell, splitting the girl's bag as she walked up the grand
    staircase. Then the next phase began. She began to wail, making it believable. Tom
    always praised her acting. Harry would love your acting, he would say.
    He would be as proud of you as I am.

    "Hello?" came the voice. Ginny wailed louder, more hysterical, just to add
    flavour. "Hello? Are you okay?"

    She hated that voice. She wanted it to end. It had to end. To be silenced. Such a
    beautiful voice, almost like a song. A song that corrupted her chosen. He was her
    Chosen One! Not this jackal! This Whore!

    She cackled as she summoned it. The beast's eye shone out of the crevice in the
    wall. No need to bring it out where everyone could see it of course. The body hit the
    floor, splashing in to the water coating it. 'No! Not again! Why can I not get it
    right?'

    She was terrified. Tom would be so angry with her. She couldn't stand the girl
    before her and knowing how angry Tom would be made her angry too. Her foot raised
    high and came down. Red met clear as the water became diluted of its sheen. The
    liquid gained a thickness to it as the vicious sound gained in tempo. Ginny let out a
    scream as she took in her handiwork. The smirk was not of her own design. It was not
    one she had ever performed in front of another. But here, as she saw the girl below
    her. She could relish in it.

    She cackled madly once more and ran to see her Harry. He would be free now. He
    would need her.

    The party was raging in the Gryffindor common room. Harry giggling wildly as he
    was raised on top of Fred and George's shoulders. Wood was practically drowning the
    Cup in his tears as he rocked back and forth.

    Neville and Fay, both with red and gold stripes painted on their cheeks, were
    right next to them screaming themselves hoarse as they congratulated him
    profusely.

    He could even see Ron and Hermione get involved displaying their House unity as
    they celebrated alongside everyone else.

    "Where's Katie?" he called down to Angelina, who shrugged her shoulders. He was
    positive that he saw her trailing along. She had taken a Bludger to the ankle and had
    to hobble along on it slowly. He would have waited for her but she had all but
    demanded that he allow Neville and Fay to drive him forward ahead of the adoring
    fans.

    The minutes ticked on by, and with each passing second his worry grew. The
    wireless was at full blast and the drinks were flowing. The butterbeer cupped in both
    his hands was shaking as his eyes darted around the room. He was about to suggest
    starting to look for her when the portrait opened.

    He relaxed for but a moment. It was McGonagall. She looked haunted. The wind
    bitten face from enduring the high breeze earlier no longer burned red. She locked on
    to him as the noise began to die down.

    She took one step. Then another. And another. And another. And he wanted to run.
    She was mouthing the words but no noise came out. His ears were ringing. One long,
    high pitch tone droning uncontrollably refusing to subside.

    He saw Angelina collapse to the ground, George and Neville holding on to her. Fay
    was holding his hands, crouched down before him.

    He stood and he ran. The girl coming through the portrait hole tried to say
    something but he bowled her over. He kept running, sprinting to his goal.

    The doors burst open. He saw them. Dumbledore standing tall and strong, with
    Pomfrey staring at the bed holding the new patient. He was like a bullet. Snape's
    form took over his periphery, a sneer directed his way; Dumbledore's glare was
    unnoticed by Harry as he fell to his knees before her.

    Madam Pomfrey ushered the others away, sadness saturating her form as she took in
    the sight before her. "Come now, Mr Potter," she whispered to him kindly. "We'll get
    you a bed and move it next to hers. Just for tonight."

    Harry stared. She had always been a ray of beautiful light, yet this look of true
    terror was not a sight he wanted to see on her face. He remembered the smiles, the
    laughter. The grins of joy and the soft, caring visage he had come to need so
    desperately.

    Her face was near caved in. It would be explained later that the attacker had
    appeared to repeatedly stomp on her face. It was brutal and horrific to see, but
    Harry knew. She was still so beautiful because he knew her heart. He wanted to rage,
    to destroy everything around him, but he couldn't.

    Pomfrey guided him to a summoned bed gently. She moved it with her wand so it
    connected to Katie's bed and he slid over wordlessly. His hand reached out gingerly
    to touch what was left of her face. He could barely hear the nurse say that the
    petrification saved her life and that the injuries would have killed her if not for
    the harsh magic involved.

    He could hear noises but wanted nothing to do with it. He saw a flash of gold and
    glimmering white appear briefly before it was shoved roughly away.

    And he wept. He wept while someone watched from the outside. And two hearts broke
    as one.
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    The Tornado's were completely understanding of his refusal to play in their latest
    match. "We understand, Mr Potter. We have a far enough lead thanks to you that I
    believe we can go a match without you."

    Breakes was correct; Tutshill lost, but only by 90 points, which for a team on the
    cusp of complete failure prior to Harry's joining, was near incredible.

    This meant nothing to Harry, however. If it were up to him, he would have not
    removed his person from Katie's side. Anything else that could affect his life was
    near inconsequential right then. The professors had to physically remove him from the
    hospital wing in order to get him to lessons, as well as eat and sleep.

    Fred and George had become his permanent shadows; finally listening to their
    teacher's instructions without complaint as they teamed up to get him to at least
    function correctly. Neville and Fay had tried their hardest but were reluctant to be
    forceful with their best friend in the same 'tough-love' way the Weasley twins were
    able to be.

    There were red cloaked men and women in the castle now, focusing on who the
    attacker could be. According to some older students, they had put off entering the
    castle before now on the assumption that there was no proof that a sole person was
    responsible for deliberate acts of assault; the petrifications could have been
    performed accidentally, or there could have been some latent magic within Hogwarts
    that had not yet been discovered. But with the deliberate violence against Katie,
    there was no possible way that an individual was not involved.

    Harry had been questioned, like most others connected with the victims, and had
    only sympathies expressed by those around him. He could see the guilt in students'
    faces when he walked passed them – everyone knew of his connection to Katie and its
    overwhelming strength.

    The only consolation that Harry had, was that Katie was alive and being monitored.
    The authorities had decided to place a permanent guard on the victims in case of any
    further retribution against them. There was also some relief in that Madam Pomfrey
    had easily restored Katie's face to how it was originally, with no apparent side
    effects of the brutal attack.

    "Mr Potter, I swear if you do not get out of this hospital right now, I will bar
    your entry here for the rest of the year! Do you understand me?"

    He had listened, but only taken her words into consideration. For every night he
    would come back, even for just a little while, under the cover of his Invisibility
    Cloak, where he would hold her hand and lament what had happened.

    But time carries on, and he would join Neville alongside Professor Sprout as they
    and the Gardening Club helped to nurture the growing Mandrake's needed as the key
    ingredient to cure those petrified. It was a struggle to get this far, but with
    constant pressure from all sides, he was throwing himself into everything he could so
    as to try to distract his mind from the thought of Katie lying there unmoving.

    This is what eventually led Harry to sitting silently within Hagrid's hut, the
    jovial man bending over backwards to make his smaller friend feel even the smallest
    quantity of enjoyment out of his time.

    Harry sat on the worn chair, Neville by his side, with a strong mug of tea wrapped
    in his hands. Fang had laid his head upon his lap, looking up at him with big, beady
    eyes and a gentle whine, while Rubeus Hagrid pottered about his hut, a deliberate
    ignorance in his tone as his kindly countenance shone through.

    "Y'all be alrigh' Harry. Jus' you see. Everythin'll work itself ou'." Harry did
    appreciate his friends' attempt at making things okay but still found everything so
    grey. "Snape's good a' wha' he does. Ya may no' like the man, bu' he'll get them back
    to snuff."

    The Potions Master had been less insufferable since the attack. Harry could tell
    that the man was holding himself back from acting how he really wanted to, but
    whether Dumbledore was forcing him to play nice, or if there was another factor in
    play was up for debate. It would not matter anyway, considering how numb he felt in
    the circumstances that surrounded him.

    There was a knock on the door, and a frowning Hagrid went to open it. "Professor
    Dumbledore, sir. And Mr Fudge. C'min, c'min. Cup a tea?"

    The two men walked into his hut, followed by, to the two boys' surprise, Draco
    Malfoy's father.

    "Ah, Harry, Neville, I'm afraid we will have to cut this time short, I'm afraid,"
    spoke a slightly sheepish Dumbledore.

    "Come now, Professor," Malfoy Senior's voice was as slimy as Lockhart's in Harry's
    opinion. "Two students down here, one being Harry Potter himself? Well, we may have
    just saved their lives."

    "Ah, Harry, my boy, a true pleasure to meet you for the first time. I am Cornelius
    Fudge," his hand was left in the air, untouched. This did not deter the man from his
    speech, "I am afraid that Lucius is correct. I'm very sorry, Hagrid, but the Ministry
    is losing faith. We need to do something and after that girl..."

    Harry and Neville had stood by this point, confused at the events occurring before
    them, but possessing enough clarity to understand that their friend was being taken
    away.

    Dumbledore placed a hand delicately upon a shoulder of each boy, grip growing firm
    in order to tell them to cease any action they may have attempted to take. "And the
    Ministry knows my stance on this order. I may not be able to..."

    "Have you not heard?" Malfoy's chuckle had a tint of sarcasm laced within. "I'm...
    sorry, Albus, but your time is up, temporarily, at Hogwarts. Too many attacks, and
    the last one. A Pureblood? Things are spiralling out of control."

    "Katie," whispered Harry. "Her name is Katie." Though only Dumbledore's tightening
    hold assured him he was heard.

    The die was cast, and at the end of the night, Harry had lost all faith in the
    system of justice that was involved in Wizarding Britain. Where money and propaganda
    were the key players and those who truly sought to influence pure justice were thrown
    to the side-lines. Harry and the Circle needed this justice to be brought down on
    those who had forced this to happen, and now they had even less of a chance with
    Albus Dumbledore gone from the school.

    Hagrid's last words had had some effect on Harry's memory, however. "Follow the
    Spiders." What did that mean?
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    He bit the bullet. He had to ask.

    "Hermione, may I talk to you for a minute?"

    Said girl was a bit more than surprised at the interruption, even more so when she
    saw that it was Harry Potter who was talking to her. "Er, yes?"

    "Hypothetically, would you think that there is a creature out there that
    influences spiders?" Harry asked.

    Hermione Granger did not get confused easily, however, this was one of those days
    where things just seemed to get turned on their head. "There... may be? Why? Is this
    some kind of trick? No, a clue. It's a clue isn't it." He now had her full attention,
    and Harry shot backwards as her face came too close to his for comfort. "Chamber of
    Secrets?"

    It was no secret in itself that Ron and Hermione had taken it upon themselves to
    'save' Gryffindor House from Slytherin's monster, and Harry was aware that the girl
    was most certainly the greatest dedicated in their year when it came to research.
    Hence why Harry came out of his comfort zone and decided that two heads were better
    than one.

    "Hermione, I just want Katie to be okay, and Hagrid told me something about
    following the spiders after he was arrested for being the attacker."

    Harry needed this. He had to find the largest distraction he could so he would not
    be spending every night and day with his throat tight and gut churning. If he could
    solve the mystery, or even get close, then that may be the remedy.

    And so, began an unlikely partnership into the attempted solving of what exactly
    was petrifying the students. The halls were warming and the end of the year nearing
    when they came to their conclusion.

    Harry and Hermione placed their notes on the table before them, with Ron, Neville,
    and Fay sitting on the opposite side.

    "You found it?" Fay was bouncing in her seat.

    "Most probably," Hermione replied. "We both came to the obvious conclusion that
    the 'Monster' was a snake of some description. Considering that Salazar Slytherin was
    the one who apparently built the Chamber of Secrets, as well as being the most famous
    Parselmouth in history, it was bound to be a serpent of some kind."

    Harry nodded, then hesitantly took over. "As you know, we had to locate the
    Chamber, as well as determine what the snake was." The two, for their research, had
    run the other three ragged in unearthing various books on all manner of topics.
    "Thanks to something Neville reminded us about, we decided that it was a
    Basilisk"

    "Wait, how?"

    Hermione stood up; finger raised into the air. "Mandrake's cries are weaker when
    they are young. You mentioned that as you were revising for the upcoming Herbology
    exam. So, we thought, what if something had weakened a stronger power. Luckily, Harry
    was reading about Basilisk's at the time, and the two of us recognised that this
    could be the case."

    "Hang on," Ron interrupted, "But a Basilisk kills by looking, not petrifying." He
    began to panic, "Does this mean that there's a baby Basilisk in the castle." He
    jumped from his seat, head darting about.

    "Honestly Ronald," Hermione shook her head as her eyes rolled. "Mrs Norris and
    Katie must have seen it's reflection in the water that was on the floor. Remember,
    it's by Moaning Myrtle's bathroom, so there is always a flooding there."

    "Colin saw it through his camera, while Justin must have seen it in the reflection
    on the window. Alicia was apparently trying to perfect a Sheening Charm on a suit of
    armour, so that would explain how she saw it and didn't..." Harry choked up slightly,
    thankful when Fay leaned over to run her thumb over the back of his hand.

    "Then Hagrid's clue," continued Hermione, "'Follow the spiders'. It seems as
    though spiders are the worst enemies of the Basilisk."

    "Okay," Neville said slowly. "But... what about where it is? Where is the
    Chamber?"

    Harry shook his head. "The entrance must be near some sort of piping. It's the
    only way that it could move about the school undetected. So, as ridiculous as it
    sounds, it is most likely in a bathroom somewhere, or at least a sewer."

    A book fell unheard, masked by the rows of books encasing them. Brown eyes with
    flecks of red widened, and a sneer went undetected. Ginny, my sweet. It's
    time.
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    She had been here so many times that she had lost count. Open she hissed
    in a tongue that was not her own. The scraping of the stone as the entrance opened
    before her grated on her ears, and she could feel her feet grow wet in the water
    below her and sense the enticing knowledge of what was to come.

    Her hand was stained still with blood – rooster – from where she had left the
    message.

    Her body will lie in the Chamber forever.

    Poetic.

    There was still a part of her that was screaming out, crying out, for help. This
    wasn't what she wanted.

    Tom. I'm scared. I don't want to do this. Ginny was openly weeping. Her
    gaze was blank and her eyes were red; a dark look with a grim sneer. Please don't
    make me do this! I don't like it. I don't want to!

    Silence you foolish girl! Came the response. You've gone too far now
    to stop. All that talk about 'Harry Potter' this and 'Harry Potter' that. All your
    insecurities and shame. Do you really think that anyone would support you now? After
    what you have done? No. You only have me now. There is only you and I, Ginevra
    Weasley, and soon there will be but one.

    "Please," she whispered to an empty room. "Please, somebody, help me."

    The descent to the Chamber was short but winding. The system of pipes long since
    adapted to the flow of the school. With each passing year, the castle had changed;
    the constant push of magic in its hallowed walls had altered it somewhat. Tom Riddle
    had noticed this in his time at Hogwarts so long ago, where he came to the conclusion
    that Hogwarts was 'alive' in a way. Maybe not sentient, but it had taken the constant
    stream of magic that enveloped the building and become something so new, so
    different, that there may have been an alternate looking Hogwarts at the beginning
    when compared to the present.

    Tom, for that was now who she was, landed gracefully in the grime and dirt of the
    entry hall to the Chamber. It was just before them, down the long cavern, where his
    destiny lay.

    He could hear her screaming in her (his) head. It was full of terror and pain.
    Such torment that the foolish girl brought upon herself. 'Idiot girl. Her own fault
    for playing with magics that she could never hope to understand.' His grin was
    sickening to look at.

    His rebirth was just through the vault door. He walked around the shed skin of
    Slytherin's beast, taking a cursory, disdainful look at the sight before him. He
    stepped forward, but his legs began to give way. The diary fell out of his hands and
    to the floor as the form he was inhabiting collapsed fully to the dank floor.

    Tom Riddle felt weak, but he could see, and taste, and feel. He was but a shade of
    what he once was, but half a soul is better than none. His hand ran through his dark
    locks while he breathed in the air. 'I'm alive... well, in a sense I am.' He
    marvelled at what he had managed to accomplish; a boyish dream to never let anything
    hurt him again was coming to fruition.

    His laugh was genuine, and it was true, as it echoed within the Chamber. Soon, he
    would live once more.
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    Ron Weasley had his wand pointed directly under Harry's chin. The wood was digging
    painfully into his throat as fear induced sweat dripped onto it. The malice in the
    boy's eyes unnerved Harry tremendously as dread began to consume him.

    Harry glanced to the corner of his vision to Hermione, who was biting her lip as
    she adamantly refused to meet his gaze.

    "You slimy bastard!" the boy hissed. "You think you have everybody fooled, don't
    you? Not the Heir of Slytherin? Please. You are nothing like what Harry Potter should
    be. You are no Gryffindor."

    His words hurt, but Harry had been tormented with worse. "Ron, I-"

    "Shut up! Give her back." Harry was visibly confused. "Give her back! Give me back
    my sister!"

    They were forced back to their common rooms not too long before; no one had been
    told why, but everyone seemed to know that it was because a student had been forcibly
    taken to the Chamber. Now he knew who it was. Ginny Weasley.

    "It isn't me." The duo refused to acknowledge his words. Ron, he could understand.
    He was always brash and unthinking, but he could not help but look hurt at Hermione
    who he believed would have been more insightful than this.

    Harry had slunk away when the order to disperse had come down. His Invisibility
    Cloak hidden in his trunk as he crept in to the hospital wing. It seemed as if he had
    some followers. Though he did not understand why Lockhart was with them.

    As if he realised he was being thought of, said man tried to appear disappointed.
    "Harry, Harry, Harry. I knew that there was something wrong with you from the very
    beginning. I always wondered if you-know-who had seen this. Trying to compete with a
    Dark Lord? I wonder what really happened to your parents." Harry's insides bit as a
    fire hit his temple. "But now, it's all over. These two have the great foresight to
    bring me along to this. And now, Harry, you must tell me where you have taken
    her."

    "I haven't done anything."

    "Really? Still trying to play the fool? It must be Dark Magic." He was talking to
    himself now, and Ron and Hermione were giving each other unsure looks.

    "Professor, I don't think..."

    "Now, now, Granger. I know exactly what I'm talking about. I do have my Order of
    Merlin. Oh, I bet after this it would be upgraded to Second, or even First Class!
    Imagine... the saviour of Hogwarts. Slayer of the false Hero! Oh my, such a story it
    would make. I bet it would sell more copies than ever!"

    Ron grabbed Harry's arm tight, ignoring the flinch as he tried to get away. Harry
    struggled violently, his mouth opening as he tried to scream out for someone, anyone,
    to come to his aid. His hand reached down into his robe to grasp his wand before
    being interrupted.

    "Now, now, Mr Potter." The voice was slime, and he went cold. "We cannot be having
    that. Now, take us to the girl, and I'll do the rest."

    Harry came unwillingly to Myrtle's bathroom, though he was unsure exactly what it
    was they expected from him. His emerald eyes were subdued and his mind was calling
    out for someone to come find him. There was no fear there, only a feeling of
    desperation as the events occurred that he could not comprehend.

    Hermione had, at the least, found her willingness to look ashamed at the actions,
    while Ron's anger was near tangible as he manhandled Harry roughly. Lockhart's smarmy
    smirk was rubbing him off the wrong way.

    "What do you think I'm going to do?" Harry asked mutedly. "I haven't done anything
    wrong." Tears began to form as he internally screamed at the unfairness of it all.
    'When everything starts going so well, why is there always something that happens to
    knock it all back down?'

    He really, truly, believed that the terrors of his past would have minimised when
    he joined the venerated halls that he now belonged to. Why did it just seem to get
    better then worse in quick succession? He could have howled until his voice went
    hoarse and he knew he would never get any recompense.

    "Shut up, traitor," Ron hissed back. They had now entered the bathroom, a
    surprised ghost floating high above them. "Get in and sort it."

    Hermione sighed at her friend's lack of ability to read the situation. "What he's
    saying is that we know exactly the area, we just may need you to unlock the
    entrance." She walked in front, leaving an enraged Ron, and a smug Lockhart. She
    pointed at one of the taps in the sink facing directly into the centre of the room.
    "There's a snake icon right here. We... we think. We hope, that what we came to think
    – you being a Parselmouth – would be the way to open it."

    "Hermione," his tone was desperate. He wished that he could use his wand, but all
    he could feel was disgust at the way he could see Lockhart twirling it absently
    between his fingers. His cheeks were becoming wet and his throat, scratchy. "Please.
    I-I haven't done anything wrong."

    Her guilt was palpable, even he could tell in his current state. "Harry," she
    refused once more to meet his eyes.

    "I guess Malfoy is right," Ron snorted. "You really are a coward."

    Harry's eyes dimmed. The light escaping as he took one step, then another toward
    the sink. "Open." He didn't know why he said it, only that it felt the most
    natural thing to utter.

    There was not even a chance for him to turn when he felt two hands roughly shove
    him bodily down the hole that had appeared. He screamed in shock, his body hitting
    the smooth stone slide as he made his way to the bowels of Hogwarts.

    He landed uncomfortably on sharp objects, his back twinging in minor pain. He
    shifted out of the way sharply when he heard the tell-tale signs of someone following
    him down there. Hermione came first, followed by a disgruntled Lockhart, and then Ron
    Weasley bringing up the rear.

    The quartet moved as one; a confused parade of people who should not have been
    there.

    'Why does this seem to happen to me?' Harry thought glumly. He was happy. Truly
    starting to be happy for the first time. The worries had been melting away from him.
    Then Alicia was attacked, and instead of weakening him, his determination grew leaps
    and bounds. Someone he knew, someone he cared for, had been hurt, and it only brought
    everyone closer together. Strength developed through adversity, it seemed.

    Then Katie. His Katie. The lighthouse directing his sinking ship to safe harbour.
    Dumbledore had told him that he had people who loved him, and he never truly
    understood how to understand what the emotion meant. What was love? His parents
    apparently loved him, but if they did, then why did he nearly die as a baby? Why did
    they leave him to the Dursley's? Why did he have to kill a man? Why was he here,
    right now, in this place?

    His Circle? He knew they cared for him, but love? Was how they treated him love?
    Was it an overwhelming affection that he knew he felt for them? Or was it
    something... deeper? He had asked Professor Flitwick what love was once, not too long
    before Katie's attack. It was during one of his low moments, and all felt helpless to
    him when he asked the question that no one would have expected him to.

    Would he die for them? Suffer for them? Put everything he had on the line, just to
    see them smile, safe, and well? He would. All of them. But the power was immense when
    he was with Katie. Was that a love he felt that expanded beyond the others? Maybe.
    All he knew was that when he saw Katie in that fear-stricken pose that day, his heart
    stopped beating, his blood ran cold, and he... gave up.

    "I... I don't actually think your all bad, you know?" Ron was scratching behind
    his ear, cheeks as red as his hair - noticeable even in this dark tunnel. "I'm
    just... afraid. I'm scared about Ginny, and you can speak to snakes, and no teacher
    would listen except Lockhart. I'm just, really sorry, mate."

    Harry was silent, refusing to recognise the apology. The boy nodded though, having
    said his piece. Harry's eyes were fixed forward. He just wanted this to be over. The
    faces of those he (loved?) cared about swam in his head, becoming a beacon of light
    that shone into even this darkness. He wanted to be laughing by the fire as the twins
    told another joke, Fay and Neville by his side. He wanted Alicia and Angelina to be
    hanging on their armchair together as they annoyed Oliver from across the room. He
    wanted the peaceful times with Flitwick, McGonagall, and Hagrid. He wanted that stare
    and smile from Katie as she hugged him gently and made him feel so warm inside and
    out.

    He didn't want this cold. This fear. This grime, and this sorrow. He wanted to get
    out. He needed to get out. The snakeskin blurred in his vision as the others gasped
    in fright. He couldn't see. It was getting hard to breathe. It was as if he was
    forgetting how to exist.

    Harry collapsed to his knees, breath ragged and rattling violently while his
    fingers clutched arms that froze solid. He could barely hear Ron's shout, nor feel
    the rough shoving of Hermione as she yelled worriedly into his ear.

    Panic. It was panic. He still couldn't breathe.

    "In. Out. In. Out." He focused on the words, frantically spoken. "In, and out.
    Come on, Harry. I'm here." It was gentle, soft, like Katie's. But... a poor
    imitation. He held onto it like a lifeline as he started to shake vigorously.

    Hermione screamed as she was blasted forward. The rock that had hit her head
    landing in a stagnant pool. He could see the blood slipping across her brow as her
    gaze became unfocussed and her eyes rolled into the back of her head. He was relieved
    when he saw her breathing evenly.

    He turned, noticing more of his surroundings. Ron had two wands in his grip; one
    was his own he could tell, the other was seemingly Lockhart's. 'How?' He could barely
    make out the argument between them.

    "I'm rather quite good with Memory Charms you see... how else would... I found the
    girl's body, and the three of you were driven mad by the..."

    He could see his wand. His. Wand.

    It was in that man's hand. His dirty fingers clasping it. His heart was snapping
    and the ice began to melt. Flames burned hot in his throat and stung his head. He
    stood up on shaking legs, stumbling over to the man.

    He did not hear the shout but saw the confusion in Lockhart's face. Why did it not
    work?

    The fool turned the wand the opposite way, looking intently at the tip with
    squinted eyes and a gaping jaw.

    "Wha-?"

    A bright flash of green, followed by a large rumbling explosion knocked them all
    away. His wand fell to the floor as their Defence Professor was hurled through the
    air, dropping to the ground way ahead of them. Harry managed to locate his wand,
    feeling the smooth wood slip easily into his palm as he ran away from the falling
    stone above him.

    When the noise abated was when he could take true stock of his situation. A wall
    of stone blocked the path from whence they came, trapping Ron and Hermione there,
    while he and Lockhart were on the other side.

    The side heading in the direction of whatever took Ginny Weasley.
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    Tom Riddle stood there triumphant. A content, cocky smirk adorning his face as he
    took in the boy and man before him.

    This was Harry Potter? His defeater? Preposterous. He could see the power, feel it
    crashing down invisible to all. But not him. His sight was now, as he was, far
    greater than all others. But it mattered not.

    The boy was weak. Tom had learned from a young age how to read people, and he
    could read the boy like an open book. He was barely functional. A near shell of a
    person.

    And the gormless looking man beside him, a childish smile as he gazed everywhere
    in an innocent wonder. Memory Charm the Potter had said. A failed one when
    the man tried to use his wand. Ha! A foolish attempt to use a tool full to the brim
    with power.

    The moment Harry Potter had knelt to see the cold, lifeless body of Ginevra
    Weasley, Tom had used the chance to take the wand for himself. Being how he was, he
    could just feel the authority as he mentally fought to be able to use
    it.

    'No matter. Even if I cannot use this, I still have the girl's one available. As
    well as that.' He was relishing this form, so set aside from his original self. "I
    wonder if the world would be ready for two Lord Voldemort's."

    He had to hide his glee when he revealed who he was to the shocked boy, and when
    he explained that Ginny Weasley was the one who set the Basilisk upon the students.
    Oh, he knew of the connection between the last victim and Potter, but felt no
    pleasure of his own in the violence. "She was simply a tool," he explained. "A use to
    draw me back to greater strength. I could not remain there, a fragment of myself, any
    longer. So yes, I used the infatuations the girl felt and drove her forward. Ever
    forward. Do you think me so cruel as to kill for the sake of killing? No, I needed an
    escape, and your girl was simply a stepping stone to the exit, and every death serves
    its purpose to the greater good."

    He bore no ill will to any of them. Truthfully, he expressed a morbid curiosity at
    the existence of the boy more than anything else. To exist with such potential, but
    have such a fractured will was worthy of experiment.

    "Now, Potter, shall we see if the legend of your story is true? Why, Ginny was
    most adamant of your heroism. Even as her mind became slowly replaced by mine own,
    she would only hold out with the knowledge of you coming to her rescue." The air grew
    heavy as a low hissing began to echo around the Chamber. The water muddying the once
    gleaming marble floor rippled sporadically. He could see the Potter boy become even
    paler as bloodshot eyes widened impossibly in such terror.

    "How will the destroyer of the greatest Dark Lord fare against the true King of
    Serpents? Shall we find out?"

    The snake was enormous – impossibly so. Harry's body seized up in an inability to
    move or breathe. This was different from Quirrell. That man (thing) was just that: a
    man. Or at least a form similar to one. This... this was something that replicated an
    eldritch horror.

    Lockhart, standing off to the side, giggled in childish wonder. His mind,
    destroyed by the backfiring of his own Memory Charm, saw the oncoming beast as one
    would a bounding puppy. His hands outstretched as if to play with it. For Harry, this
    was no longer the mess of a man who had tried to fool them all with his claims of
    success.

    Lockhart had his eyes scrunched up tight, hearing Harry shout a warning – though
    the man-child could have interpreted it as but a game. The grin was so unlike what
    they had all seen throughout the year. It was so innocent.

    It was not over quickly. It was not over painlessly.

    Harry vomited acid onto the floor, mixing with the watery pools dotting the
    ground. He hyperventilated once more, pain corrupting his essence and pouring into
    his lungs. His knees and palms and elbows met solid resistance as his glasses slid
    down his sweat covered face. He grew cold, colder than he ever had before as the
    Great Snake slithered forward, jaw opening wide as it directed it's head up and
    prepared to strike.

    It moved quickly, lightning-fast, downwards. Its teeth snapped and the screams
    began. It was not pretty. It was not over immediately. It was as if a child was
    crying out.

    "Mummy! Mummy! Help! Mr Harry! Mr Harry! Mr Harry!" The screams became
    otherworldly, as arms reached out. And the eyes. His eyes were begging, desperate,
    and hopeful. "Please...PLEASE!" The shouts became overtaken by the scraping and
    crunching, and then the words were transferred to grunts and feeble moans.

    Harry closed his eyes, pretending it was to avoid the Basilisk's gaze. He covered
    his ears, but the sounds did not cease. The noise grew and grew. Terror and pain.
    Terror and pain.

    "It'll be over. It'll be over. It'll be over." He repeated it over and again. He
    had no wand, no weapon, no possible way to stop what was occurring just a few metres
    away from him. Then it became silent. Harry cracked open an eyelid, peering out
    through glistening lashes.

    He would have thrown up once more but he had nothing left to give. Lockhart's head
    was separated from his body, lower jaw missing and one eye closed. But the other...
    Harry could see the fear, the pain, the enormity of the situation that the man who
    was Gilderoy Lockhart must have endured. 'I am. I really am. I'm a coward.'

    Tom Riddle was pale. Harry could only look at him in contempt, a wave of rising
    anger developing once more. Lord Voldemort experienced guilt? It was an impossibility
    that no one would ever try to believe. But he grew angry. With the snake. With those
    two idiots bringing them down here. With Lockhart. With Riddle. And with himself. A
    man had died. And he had not died well.

    The silence there was heavy, yet a sound of beauty echoes in the darkness when a
    cry echoed in the Chamber – not one of human or serpent origin. There was a flash of
    red and gold and Harry felt a light weight drop upon his head, blinding him from the
    world.

    Hello again, Mr Potter.

    Harry heard the shrieks and cries as he knelt there. He could hear the muffled
    shouts of Tom Riddle close by, and he felt the tingle as wide-spanning magic was
    poured out of a wand in the direction of Fawkes the Phoenix.

    Help me! Please.

    The Sorting hat was silent for but a moment. What would you
    sacrifice?

    Harry did not hesitate. Anything.

    Anything, Mr Potter? And for whom would you sacrifice it for? Yourself? The
    girl? What would you do to get out of this place?

    Anything, Harry thought/shouted once more.

    All actions have consequences, Mr Potter. I know this, and magic knows this.
    Will you be brave, loyal, wise, or cunning? What will you show, I wonder? When the
    curtain closes for the last time, and the fires burn away the sin? What will be your
    sacrifice then?

    Harry neither knew nor cared, at what the Hat was implying in his riddles.

    "No, no, you stupid bird! Don't do that! Potter! That's Dumbledore's bird, I would
    remember that flaming chicken anywhere. So, a ragged hat is your companion, is it?
    Well, the Phoenix may have destroyed the deathly stare of my Basilisk, but that does
    not mean you are safe!"

    Well, Mr Potter? What would you sacrifice to save yourself? What would you
    sacrifice to save another?

    He wanted to hate Ginny for what she had done. He really, truly, wanted to feel
    what hatred was. But as soon as it began to bubble up, the froth dissipated, and the
    fire died down. She was a victim too. Like he, a victim of Lord Voldemort.

    What would he sacrifice to save another?

    Anything.

    I was right, Mr Potter, the Hat intoned with no small measure of
    smugness. You are indeed a Gryffindor. Brave, and True.

    A pressure formed on his head, and Harry wasted no time. He tore the Hat off,
    throwing it aside as his hand reflexively grabbed the shining handle protruding from
    the gap. He pulled hard, and out it came. Silver, shining, sharp. It was beautiful
    and unstained, with rubies inlaid into the hilt. The pommel was lined with gold and
    there were exquisitely carved runes encompassing every inch of it. The sword was made
    for someone a lot larger than Harry Potter, but as his second hand fit neatly below
    the first, he marvelled at how light it was.

    The Snake came, moving with speed that belied its immense size. Harry stepped out
    of his own mind as he dodged to the side, swinging blindly at the snake's maw. His
    arm shuddered violently as his steel met a reinforced hide of age and magic. He could
    feel the bruise that he knew would be there come the morning sun.

    The snake twisted wildly, spinning in place as it snapped at where he once was,
    but had luckily escaped by a hair's breadth.

    And so, the dance went on. Harry was thanking whatever deity was out there that
    his Seeker training had evolved so much that his stamina had been boosted and
    reflexes improved. Otherwise, there was no possible way he could have survived thus
    far. Yet the longer the song played, the quicker he was tiring.

    They would play back and forth, and Harry was sure that at least something had
    broken or snapped to fit in with the aches and bruising he was gaining. His mind,
    once acting on instinct, was becoming more rational as time went on; the duet of boy
    and snake becoming far more real with each passing second. Self-doubt became more
    prevalent as his situation developed into something far less of a fantasy. Most
    children imagine rescuing the princess from the dragon, dreaming of being the hero
    written down in stories.

    'What would you sacrifice?'

    What would he sacrifice?

    "When the curtain closes... and the fire burns."

    What would he sacrifice then?

    …

    Everything.

    He lunged. Ginny was going to die. He was going to die. Voldemort would return.
    The world would burn.

    What would he do when the fire burns?

    He would prove why he was a Gryffindor.

    The sword arced down, slicing into the open wounds left by the now-vanished
    phoenix. The snake had tried to get around him through the deep, water-filled crevice
    at the side, and this allowed him to move to the level where he could attack. The
    sword kept moving down, slicing scale-like hot butter.

    Harry was not aware that snakes could vocalise pain, but this one's reverberated
    in his skull, scraping in his ears as they bled in such close proximity.

    The jaw widened.

    'What would you sacrifice?'

    His arm kept dragging down. He felt heavy. There was a yelling so muted yet so
    close. His own jaw was wide, teeth bared in a snarl.

    'When the curtain closes?'

    The pommel hit tooth and Harry jumped forward more - a part of him hidden away
    drove righteous fury in his veins. The sword met soft flesh as it crept forward.

    'What would you sacrifice?'

    It was agony. Its largest fang met the top of his right shoulder, tearing through
    fabric and skin and bone. Harry kept hold, refusing to let go as his grip weakened.
    He pushed forward, a war cry on his lips as his inner Gryffindor came forward. He may
    not want this life; he actively sought a way out as he ran from the danger, not to
    it. The antithesis of what a Lion should be. But not in this moment. No... At this
    time, in this place. No one to witness his bravery. No one to shed a tear for his
    nobility.

    Harry Potter sacrificed... Everything.

    The Basilisk recoiled in its throes of pain. Reflexively it attempted to clamp
    down on the offending interloper, yet found that the sharpness would dig into the
    roof of its mouth harder with the more pressure it exerted.

    Harry bit his lip with such force that he could taste the copper as it caressed
    his tongue. The scream was so tempting to do, yet he needed to survive. A small part
    of him, hidden, locked, knew that he had to save his energy for the continuation of
    this fight. He knew that it was only pure luck that he had survived until now;
    Fawkes' blinding of the beast had removed an enemy weapon, as well as warp it's mind
    as it comprehended the pain it was experiencing.

    The fang that had caught in his arm began to tear a bloody path downwards,
    creating a trench of ripped flesh and shrapnel of bone. Never had he had such agony.
    Not even when Vernon brought the belt, or Dudley's fists met his weak body to the
    sound of jeers. Nothing he had endured in his life, inside and outside of Hogwarts,
    could compare to the untold torment of a mixture of Basilisk Venom and
    having his arm torn apart.

    It was a whining snake that slunk off into the dank dark. It looked so miserable
    as it slithered away; Harry had no time to fathom what exactly had just happened as
    he collapsed to the floor.

    "Well, I suppose that there may be some merit to your power after all,
    Potter."

    Harry groaned weakly. He had forgotten about the other problem.

    Riddle now seemed more... human, than before. His outline appeared frayed, and his
    complexion had a transparent sheen to it, but he only noticed that there was an
    improvement to how he looked prior because of the slight oddity of his
    appearance.

    The sword was held limply in his sole remaining hand. His right arm was in tatters
    – it opened to the world, draining thick, viscous ooze out of the long cut and into
    the air.

    Then, he relaxed as the song filled his soul with such soothing. The warmth
    caressed his very essence as the phoenix landed gracefully onto his back.

    "Thank you. Thank you so much, Fawkes," he whispered. "I would never have made it
    without you." The tears came unbidden. He felt himself slip away as his spirit was
    hooked by the icy touch of the Reaper which had him grasped tightly. His head was
    becoming numb, and his thoughts, groggy.

    Then, there was warmth untold consuming him. The pain hit him like a hammer but
    existed only fleetingly. He watched as his arm knitted together sinew and skin.

    "Fawkes..."

    He had read on the healing properties of phoenix tears, and now he was faced with
    the reality before his very eyes. The darkness of the wound was counteracted by the
    purity of the cure, yet it was not enough. The corruption of the venom was becoming
    diluted quickly, being replaced by the transcendent action of a crying Fawkes,
    however, even as his arm became whole once more, instead of a gaping hole that
    extended from wrist to collar, there was now an extremely blatant scar inhabiting the
    inside of his arm. A price for life, but one that he would pay for gladly.

    He could feel the energy renew inside him, a burst of sunlight in the shadows of
    the Chamber coming forth as he pushed himself onto his feet.

    Riddle was scared. His face had contorted into what resembled barely restrained
    fear. The shade of a boy began screaming at the Basilisk to return to him. To finish
    was it had started. But to no avail.

    Harry held onto the hilt of the silver sword, the tip smacking harshly on the
    ground as he used it as a dangerous cane. His reserves were empty, but it was coming
    to an end. This was all coming to an end. His wand rolled before him, ending up by
    his feet.

    He knelt down slowly to retrieve it as a feeling of warmth permeated his skin and
    told him he was going to be okay. His sight locked to the boy who began all of this –
    the one who would become Lord Voldemort. Riddle was clasping his smoking wrist
    tightly, his visage a mixture of pain and surprise.

    Harry cared not. His wand slid back into his robe for he had no need to use it for
    what he was about to do.

    He edged ever closer to his target, with thoughts of Alicia and Katie filling his
    brain, and memories of the good time bringing light to his soul. He knew what he had
    to do.

    'What would you sacrifice?'

    It did not matter what he would sacrifice.

    "It matters who I would sacrifice it for!"

    The shade released an unholy howl. Dark light consumed it as cracks formed across
    the form of what was Tom Riddle. The sword dug deep into the diary, bleeding it dry
    of the deep black ink which reflected on the shade which had now tumbled to the
    ground. It thrashed and wailed as its opacity shrunk ever further into the void it
    once resided in. And then it simply disappeared, only a whimper as it vanished from
    this world.

    The gasping breath forced his attention to the now sitting Ginny Weasley.

    "Harry?" she rasped, "What's going on?"

    He collapsed, eliciting a yelp from the girl. Now that he had the time, he took
    her all in. Her once flaming hair was caked in dirt and grime. A freckled complexion
    clashing against her natural paleness standing out even in this dark place. He
    struggled to keep his eyes open and his mind awake while he hoped to discover a way
    out.

    His eyes softened when Ginny began bawling; she grabbed his robes tightly and held
    herself to his limp form. The wailing of a girl who was uttering apologies and
    pleadings of survival. 'She is a victim too. Just like I am. Just like Katie, and
    Alicia.'

    He felt so tired. He barely took notice at the sight of the Basilisk becoming
    still, or of the crowing sound of a rooster filling the air.

    "Harry Potter, you may very well be the death of me."

    That sounded like Professor Dumbledore to his addled ears. 'But this isn't his
    office,' his tired mind garbled.

    "Come, my boy. I think you have sacrificed enough for one lifetime."

    The blackness consumed him and he knew no more.
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    It was difficult, the awaking. Never in his life had he felt so drained – so tired
    – that he wished to embrace the cold shell of Morpheus and lie in restful bliss. The
    song of life was being sung in one ear then traversed into the other, and his form
    relaxed.

    A genial chuckle came from directly opposite where he was sat comfortably.

    "Well, Harry, I thought that our meeting this year could take place here rather
    than in Madam Pomfrey's overly maternal care."

    Harry's blinked his eyes open, taking in the sight of Dumbledore's office. His
    instincts commanded him to react somehow, yet the familiar yet distant
    weight of Fawkes' soothing melody beside him allowed him to rest willingly.

    "Sir," he said almost dreamily, "The Chamber. The attacks. She didn't mean to do
    it."

    "I know, my boy, do not worry yourself."

    "Is she going to be alright?"

    Dumbledore chuckled lightly into his steepled fingers. "It truly does amaze me
    that someone can be so selfless in this world." Harry would have blushed, but instead
    resorted to a withdrawn countenance. "Miss Weasley is indeed fine. There may be a
    lasting issue with her mental state. Having the Dark Lord Voldemort attached to your
    mind, possessing her in such a manner, will be bound to leave at least a trace of
    malice.

    "Miss Weasley wanted for me to extend her deepest apologies to you as well. Her
    wording may have been a great deal more frantic than my own, but I do believe that
    you understand the intent."

    Harry was silent as he gathered his thoughts. "I don't blame her, sir. What that
    man does... he torments and does nothing but give pain. He..." A sob. "He tears
    people apart." Another. "What he's done to me, to others." Another. "I can't blame
    her when I know that she did not mean to do such evil things."

    "Never have I been so proud, I think, of such a young mind, Harry. The actions
    that you have displayed this night. Your bravery is without question, and your heart
    is full of love, this I see, and this I know."

    Harry's sobs felt so pathetic. The noises were grating on the ears, and his face
    appeared ugly with the mar of snot and tears. Yet never had he felt so relieved. The
    emotion he was feeling right then, in that office, was not something he could have
    ever comprehended. It was as though misery and euphoria had mixed to create this
    feeling inside him.

    Dumbledore let him release all the feelings trapped inside of him. 'Harry Potter.
    You will be the best of all of us.'

    "I am sorry, Harry, but I do need to discuss the events of your trip into the
    Chamber. I also believe that you may have questions of your own. I cannot promise to
    answer them all, just know that I will attempt to do so if possible."

    Harry nodded his head as he slowly began to come down from his outburst, smiling
    widely at both his Headmaster and the softly trilling Phoenix on his right
    shoulder.

    "Now, Mr Weasley and Miss Granger have both told their side to the tale,
    truthfully I may add. They have therefore been punished severely for the actions the
    two have undertaken."

    "They told you everything, sir?" Harry asked, his normal, soft, tone fluctuating
    slightly in surprise.

    "Not in as many words as could be expressed, my boy. The truth came out, and as
    such, you will find Gryffindor 500 House Points less as well as their experiencing
    detention for the foreseeable future. Not to say anything of the tremendous guilt
    that they will live with. I am loath to remove then from this school for the wants
    and needs to help another, even if their actions were reprehensible, yet there will
    be more to the consequences of their actions, of this you can be assured.

    "Nevertheless, I am aware of the fact that you were forcibly coerced to the path
    shouldered upon you."

    Harry sunk into his chair, feeling the smooth, deep purple material bend like
    liquid as Fawkes maintained connection to his cheek with soft rumblings traversing
    from the phoenix to his ears. It was soothing – it established a grand calming effect
    that was driving out all negativity.

    "How did you know where to find me?" The thought popped suddenly into his head as
    things began to catch up to him, and coherence appeared within him. "And the Sorting
    Hat," Harry nodded in the direction of the ratty hat, who moved ever so slightly back
    at him (What would you sacrifice?).

    "Ah, that would truly be a mystery now, would it not?" Dumbledore not so subtly
    glanced at the portraits dotting the walls of the office, a slight smirk appearing.
    "Let us say that I have... friends in high places." A couple of snorts emanated from
    the frames and Harry took the hint.

    "As for the Hat. Well, I had no opportunity to even contemplate such a thing.
    That," he gestured to the phoenix, "Was all performed by marvellous Fawkes
    there."

    Harry reached up with his right hand, his arm bending so as to be able to reach
    the now bowing bird. "I can never thank you enough, Fawkes," he whispered into the
    heat of his feathers. His tears of appreciation were dissipating as they appeared to
    it.

    "Such magnificent creatures, phoenixes. I think that the luckiest event in my life
    was my bonding with such a pure creature. And I count him amongst my closest of
    friends."

    Harry simply looked at the bird in wonder.

    "Now, Harry, I am about to ask of you something that I know will hurt. But I must
    know exactly what it is that happened in the Chamber. From start to finish."

    Harry flinched, calmed immediately by the increase in volume from Fawkes. He took
    a deep breath and began his tale from when he and Lockhart had been separated.

    Dumbledore listened intently, chin resting on his fingers while his eyes darkened
    with each sentence uttered by the boy in front of him. When Harry had finished his
    tale, Dumbledore sighed defeatedly and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

    "Your actions are an addition to Miss Weasley's story. Tom Riddle's words to you
    and the battle with the Basilisk are the only inclusions. Harry, for two years you
    have been in my care within these walls. And now, for the second time, you have
    suffered when you should not." His skin appeared sallow, made clearer with the dark
    rings around his eyes, the sunken cheeks, and the face of age.

    Harry sat, not making a sound. His mind was whirling, whizzing about at a mile a
    minute. It felt as if static was crushing his brain. Everything was becoming
    comprehended all at once. Quirrell. The Chamber. Snape. Malfoy. The Dursley's.

    His lip began to bleed, and his left hand started to shake. When he looked down,
    he could see the ugly scar that now corrupted his pale flesh. He brought his hand up,
    still shaking, and peered down at the sight of his scars. 'Reflections of me,' he
    thought bitterly.

    "Please, Harry, stop these thoughts of darkness. You will make Fawkes highly
    upset." They both cracked small, though fake, grins. "You will be rewarded for your
    actions, Harry, though I understand that it is no true consolation for what has
    happened. There will be, of course, a trophy awarded in your honour, as well as the
    addition of 700 House Points. It should be enough to counteract the losses that
    occurred recently.

    "You will also be pleased to note that today is to be the day that the restorative
    solutions will be administered to the petrified victims." Harry's head shot up, his
    jaw slack and a glimmer of hope and joy combined emanated from him. "Yes, I had a
    feeling you would appreciate such a message."

    Albus Dumbledore leaned back on his chair, his head tilted up as he idly drummed
    his fingers upon his armrest.

    "What happened to the Sword, sir?"

    "Ah... yes. The Sword of Gryffindor. Only a true Gryffindor could release that
    blade. And now it has served its purpose, it has sealed itself away, to be used only
    when it is needed."

    Dumbledore paused, worrying his bottom lip, his hands fidgeting with his long
    beard. "I had earloer planned to communicate directly with your guardians prior to
    your return to their abode this summer. I do intend that this upcoming break from
    education may not be as troublesome as previously experienced. I know that nothing I
    can say, or do, may ever take back what has been lost in that house, but Harry, I
    swear to you that I will try everything in my power to make it right."

    "I know that the wards are meant to keep me safe." Harry chewed the inside of his
    cheeks in nervousness; his stare was held at the beauty of the bird beside him as he
    contemplated his words. "But I'm not safe there. I hate it."

    Dumbledore closed his eyes slowly, so to not show his true emotions. "I know." The
    quiet was deafening. "But I am afraid our time is up, for now, Mr Potter. I am about
    to have a guest, and I understand that you must be exhausted from your ordeal." The
    door opened abruptly with nary a knock or a hello. "And Harry, make sure to stop by
    Poppy at some point. She is most concerned and wishes to discuss how you will take
    these events from here on. She also wishes to tend to your arm. I must admit that I
    am concerned about it as well."

    Harry had never really met Lucius Malfoy before, yet he could see the connection
    the man shared with his son. Sneer included.

    Harry bid goodbye to his Headmaster, whose gaze hardened at the posturing of the
    senior Malfoy. The look of contempt the man gave him would have stung anyone else.
    'I've had worse from worse men.'

    His feet took him down the winding stairs, his mind moving at a speed unfathomable
    with he moved. Thoughts and images swirled in his brain, each and every one a war
    within himself. Until the singular feeling of completeness began to overcome him.

    He had detached himself. The knowledge of the trials he had participated in were
    coalescing into a singular mass. Everything he had ever come up against forced an
    epiphany to consume his subconscious, allowing it to bleed into his waking mind.

    What he had undergone would have broken most people older than him, but with each
    trial and tribulation, he was becoming someone, something, so much greater than he
    could ever fathom, or express in speech. Tempered he was, with the fires of
    destruction, and yet now he was becoming nurtured with the water of life, forming the
    one who is Harry Potter which dwells in the middle.

    Neville, Fay, Katie, and everyone else. They were a part of him now, and with each
    spark of light that they brought to him, the shadows became thinner and thinner.
    Their eminence was what his hand was grasping for, and now he could almost see clear
    skies and a still ocean. The darkness had threatened him, both in the Chamber and
    out, but with each word spoken, and each action performed, he was becoming something
    great. Something so much more.

    What had happened in the night will haunt him. It will test him as the thoughts
    came unbidden and incoherent. Flashes of emotion and images of hypotheses flooded his
    brain. But now, he was starting to cling on to hope. Hope that everything will be
    okay. Hope that everything will work itself out in the end. Never would he have
    thought this, but as everything was being played out for him, a switch was flipped,
    and he began to understand.

    For too long he had hidden away, content to wallow in his own depression. But now,
    he tried to draw on the memories of what he felt when he was down there, the snake
    and he dancing in the dark.

    'I don't want to die.' Those five words echoing in his head. Again, and again,
    they repeated. 'I don't want to die.' And he didn't. Not anymore. Now, he had things
    to live for, and now, he had something worth fighting for. He was not lying to the
    Hat when he answered it. He would sacrifice everything. As he pulled the sword out
    and held it in front of him, the response was finished: 'I would sacrifice everything
    because I have something to live for.'

    "Harry Potter," exclaimed a squeaky voice from below, startling him out of his
    inner musings.

    Harry's glance transformed to a glare as he took in the mischievous House Elf that
    had caused him so much hassle this year.

    "Dobby." He was cordial at least. He frowned as he warred inside; Professor
    Flitwick had sat him down and explained exactly what the House Elf bond entails, yet
    the cuts, bruises, and bandages littering the tiny form was unsettling and left a
    poor taste in his mouth. He knew that he should empathise with the plight of the
    enslaved beings, and he did, but Dobby had tried to, and succeeded, in harming
    him.

    Dobby's long ears drooped, and his fishbowl eyes clenched shut tightly. Harry
    sighed deeply as he crouched down to his level - even his own small form towered over
    him.

    His knees cracked and his back ached. His left eye twitched as the soreness
    engulfed him. 'I think I need to see Pomfrey. I should probably take Dumbledore's
    advice.'

    "Dobby," he croaked, "If I give you this, expect Malfoy to throw it away. You need
    to catch it." His tone was calm. Dobby's head was flapping up and down with his hands
    covering his mouth so as not to interrupt. Harry took off his tie, scrunched it into
    a ball and drew out his wand.

    'Please work,' he chanted to himself, his wand twirling as he spoke the
    incantation. "Charta Mutatio."

    The scraps of idle fluff he had in his pockets coalesced into a large sheet of
    parchment. Grinning, Harry took his tie and placed into the middle of the sheet, then
    scrunched it up into a ball. Dobby stared, slack-jawed, as realisation and hope began
    to sink in.

    Harry slid backwards on his heels, hitting the cool, stone wall next to the
    Guardian Grotesque protecting Dumbledore's office. Dobby nestling in the spot next to
    him, copying his actions as if to perform an element of flattery.

    Harry's legs stretched out, his left hand coming up to brush away his fringe as he
    checked on his glasses – once again cracked. He quickly performed the repairing charm
    and started checking out his new addition. Dobby peered over the top of his opposite
    arm, flinching when he spotted the horrendous new scar.

    "Dobby is sorry for Harry Potter."

    Harry simply shook his head and refused a response. He was tired and wriggling in
    anticipation. 'There has been too much evil. Now, there will be something good.'

    The guardian span, revealing a descending Lucius Malfoy, clanking his cane on the
    cobbled steps. A grim visage greeted the two of them, and Harry knew it to be his cue
    to enact his plan.

    "Mr Malfoy, sir," he called out to the man who did not even deign to give him a
    second glance. The blond man turned, a sneer on his lips. "I don't know if you would
    want this."

    Malfoy senior caught the balled-up parchment with his free hand on reflex. "I
    think that the events of the evening has addled your mind more than before,
    Potter."

    Lucius had thrown the ball underarm back at Harry, and that was when Dobby
    struck.

    The look he released would form the first shared smile for Harry and Dobby
    together. Harry had ended his adventure with a good deed done.
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    Harry hated it. His second year had ended completely, and now he was awaiting the
    carriage to end its short journey back to Hogsmeade Station.

    Inside were the Weasley twins, and his now glued-to friend, Katie.

    Harry had travelled directly to the Hospital Wing after freeing Dobby the House
    Elf if in part to escape the utter fury of the man who once owned him. He had walked
    through the double doors to the scene of Madam Pomfrey and Professor Snape
    administering the Restorative Draughts to the Basilisk's victims. He also spotted
    waves of red hair at the end of the room.

    Mr and Mrs Weasley had near-sprinted over to him, with Arthur patting him on the
    shoulder and a crushing hug from Molly. To his pride, he had only seized up for a few
    seconds, before relaxing slightly; there was no comfort in the embrace, however, but
    he did not freeze in unbidden fear as he originally would have done.

    The two of them had been blubbering messes as they thanked him incoherently. Harry
    was grateful when the school nurse shooed them off the moment she spotted his
    arm.

    "Mr Potter, how on Earth did you get this?" she screamed into his ear.

    If Harry had not have known that this was to be his greeting, he could have
    temporarily relapsed into his old ways – especially with Snape hovering in the
    background mixing in with the events of the night.

    "Err, Basilisk, Madam Pomfrey."

    "A WHAT?!" she screeched.

    "It's okay though, really, Fawkes – Professor Dumbledore's phoenix – healed me
    with his tears. I'm fine, really." He bent his arm back and forth to show that he
    was, indeed, alright.

    Snape looked an unhealthy shade of red and green, turning away from him to
    continue giving the healing potions to the victims. It seemed as if Alicia was to be
    the first one to recover.

    "Never you mind, Potter, come over here." She dragged him over to a bed - "Your
    bed, Mr Potter. I reserve it for you now with the frequency of your visits" - and
    started her examination of his arm.

    When she found no evidence of any short-term damage, aside from the
    vicious-looking scar, she let him be next to Katie as she was revived, along with a
    groggy Alicia.

    "Harry?" she wept. Her loose grip on his hand tightened as her other hand grabbed
    onto his shirt collar. She tried to pull him down, but her body was too weak after so
    long in a petrified state. Harry knew what she wanted, as he craved it too.

    He lowered his upper body to the side of the bed, his arm coming up to fold across
    her body, while her arms encircled his neck. She managed to pull him so that his head
    rested in the crook of her neck, and Poppy Pomfrey decided that the two required some
    privacy for their emotional reunion.

    She closed the curtains around them, blocking them from sight as a weight landed
    on the other side as Alicia initiated a hug of her own, bringing three emotional
    friends together to exert their sadness and their joy.

    Harry could not bring himself to fully explain what had occurred in the Chamber of
    Secrets. Such memories still fresh in his mind brought feelings of shame and
    powerlessness to the forefront. However, it turned out he would not need to do so, as
    several days later, when the three of them returned to thunderous applause in the
    Gryffindor Common Room, a fractured tale had already been spun which gave half-truths
    and speculations. All they seemed to know were three things: Lockhart was dead, Harry
    had fought a Basilisk and survived, and somehow Harry was involved with freeing
    Malfoy's House Elf.

    He had run directly to his room, avoiding the well-wishers and starstruck groupies
    who clung to him as if he were their messiah. The door slammed shut while sticky
    sweat clung to his skin and his breaths became more and more laboured.

    'I'm just Harry. I'm just Harry.'

    Ron was laying on his bed, and the boy could not even look at him. There was a
    whispered apology and that was all, but all Harry could think when he saw him, was
    his inability to escape the situations that dragged him further and further in the
    depths of despair. All he wanted was for an escape, to free his life from the bonds
    of misery and now-

    The door had opened, letting in his Circle, and both physically and mentally, they
    established a protective barrier around him. Their eyes were soft and caring, their
    touches gentle and soothing. Then it was all okay. The demon was removing itself from
    his person, dissipating into the air, and the angelic choir hit him with full
    force.

    They comforted him. Harry was struck at the lengths these people would go for him,
    and all he could think about was how lucky he was. How amazing his life was, thanks
    to these people.

    They talked tenderly, enjoying slow banter as they lingered amongst the bad
    memories and poor judgements. For Harry was beginning to see what had been gripping
    him for so long.

    Here was his home.

    Every day he stepped away from this, from these actions, from these people, he was
    stepping one foot away from a life he desired above all things. The Chamber was a
    horrific nightmare that he knew he could never recover from, but he was starting to
    see now that he no longer had to endure the shades of night that dimmed his soul
    alone again. What he would remember from down in the pit of darkness and blood, was
    his need for this connection.

    Each day after, as the clock ticked down to the final minute he would spend in the
    castle, he would make sure that each of these people who had captured a sliver of his
    heart, were to be immortalised in his memories. For so long he believed he was
    nothing, worthless unless someone wanted something off him. But how could he say that
    when Fred and George would smile when he laughed, when he and Neville would have
    their friendly banter, when he and Fay would sit in content silence and enjoy the
    view during their Astronomy lessons, when Katie would hold him tight and he could
    listen to her calming heartbeat.

    Now, sitting there as the carriage swayed, he hated it. Because he was beginning
    to bare his soul to others, and he was addicted. Now he knew instead of imagined, he
    sought this feeling to remain. And now... it was going to disappear.

    Harry was changing, and it was for the better.

    He was silent during the train ride back; not the whole journey, but enough to
    allow him to observe and memorise these people.

    He took in their faces, their speech, and their mannerisms. He memorised their
    laughs and the way that Angelina's eyes would crinkle with mirth whenever she looked
    at George. He saw how Neville was not the same shy boy he met almost two years ago –
    brought out of his shell the same as he was.

    Fred was on his left, arm wrestling against Oliver Wood who they had cornered in
    to their compartment by plying him with chocolate frogs and pumpkin pasties.

    Fay was on his right, arm laying on his own as her other hand absently stroked his
    new scar; the girl had nearly had a fit when she saw it during the first Hospital
    visit. She had wept and refused to let him go, lest he escape from her clutches and
    does something to harm himself further.

    "Harry, please, PLEASE, don't do something like that again, do you hear me?" she
    half-shouted into his chest.

    "Fay, I didn'-"

    "No, stop. Stop right there." Her nose was almost touching his own. He hand came
    up to trace his scar and Harry wondered when exactly he had starting relaxing enough
    to let this happen. "Just because you're Harry Potter, does not mean those bad things
    have to be accepted. I care about you too much to just let you kill yourself because
    you don't care."

    She had become more clingy after that, not that she wasn't touchy-feely previously
    to him and Neville, but it almost seemed as if she turned around he would vanish from
    her life. He was more than touched, and only reinforced the intent that had developed
    to not just survive, but instead, live.

    Katie was across from him, arms folded under her chest as she rolled her eyes at
    whatever Alicia was saying to her. The good-natured smile showed that her kindness
    had not diminished since her stay in the Hospital Wing. She noticed that Harry was
    looking at her, and winked over to him, beaming radiantly at him which, for a reason
    he could not understand, made his face hot and cheeks red.

    Katie replicated the same image after looking at him, mirroring the shaky smile
    that arose when they realised they had been staring at each other intently. Harry
    diverted his attention to the arm wrestling beside him as he popped an ash flavoured
    Bertie Bott bean into his mouth, while Katie nudged Ginny Weasley next to her and
    engaged her in conversation.

    There was no bad blood between them. They trusted Harry's judgement after Ginny
    burst over to him one day to both thank and apologise profusely. They had been
    understanding, and her brothers, ashamed.

    They all knew that Ginny would most likely never be the same again after her
    year-long ordeal. But she was now in safe hands, even if she was now irrevocably and
    totally in love with her hero. Harry may not have understood the worship she
    proffered to her saviour, but Katie let it be known immediately how adorable it was.
    Though her voice had grown tight, and her face hard, she still opened her arms and
    embraced the girl, welcoming her in as they had done for him.

    Things were starting to settle now, and as the train came to a slow, then a final
    stop, Harry knew that the darkness would not last forever. The sunrise is always over
    the horizon, and he will be there waiting to accept the coming dawn.
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    Hedwig was his constant companion now. The Circle would use their own owls to
    direct the conversation flow, as they collectively decided that Harry needed that
    unbroken connection of some kind of friendly face in his time at Privet Drive.

    Harry understood why he had to remain at the house; the Weasley's had all but
    demanded he return to the Burrow when it was considered safe for him to do so. While
    the Bell's had expressed an interest in having him visit at some point, while wearing
    concerned smiles and features of admiration. It seemed as though his escapades to the
    Chamber had become an open secret in of itself.

    It felt warming to know that so many people cared about his wellbeing, yet that
    part of him that was becoming quieter and quieter in the deep recesses of his mind,
    was calling out for someone to rescue him.

    His legs were pulled up to his chest, his photo album laying on his legs as it
    rested on his navel. Hedwig was perched upon his right shoulder, her head nuzzling
    his cheek affectionately. His baggy, hand-me-down shirt could not cover his arm, so
    out of the side of his vision, his new scar would constantly catch his eye. It was
    strange, for what had occurred not even a month before seemed more like a bad dream
    than a horrific, living nightmare.

    Hedwig's soft barks would rumble in his ears in a calming manner. He would always
    have the window – now bar free – open to let her explore the skies, but she would
    always be nearby.

    "That is an incredibly special bird there, Harry," Professor Flitwick had once
    said to him. It was just after his attack from the bewitched Bludger when Hedwig had
    somehow found herself entering a locked Hospital Wing. "She acts more like a doting
    mother than a simple pet." The look he had when he said those words were strange, but
    Harry had bigger worries at the time, so he let it go.

    But he could see it now. The fondness they shared for each other would set his
    heart aflame with delight; he could always count on the peace he felt when in the
    presence of his feathery friend to fill his soul with a completeness he still could
    not understand.

    In that moment, and ones like this, when he felt trapped and so far away from the
    world he had grown to accept as his own, Harry Potter would look at the photos before
    him. For they were the links to magic, friends, and family, that he could never get
    in the prison he resided. He despised that he was forced to live here, but knew that
    Dumbledore was right. If anything, the events of the last two years were enough
    evidence to suggest that his concerns about his safety had merit: Quirrell and the
    Basilisk were glaring enough.

    The future was a tantalising and sweet remedy that had him counting down the days,
    hours, and minutes until he could taste the fresh, saccharine flavour of his new
    normality. Until then, he would take life as is came, day by day, and lament in
    secret while grasping at what would lay before him.
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    Minerva McGonagall was not a happy woman. She had not returned to this house since
    that cold night so many years ago.

    It had been her choice to meet with her student at home with the unfair
    information that she was to deliver.

    She knocked on the door to Number 4 with a heavy heart, and a frown on her face.
    She straightened her robe and tweaked her hat so as it would sit properly. It opened
    to the scene of a meaty looking man with a purple face and a scowl. He paled
    considerably the moment he took in his visitor.

    "PET!" he shouted.

    Minerva's lips pursed tightly as Lily's sister squeezed around her large
    husband.

    "Hello again, Petunia. I am here to speak to your nephew."

    "Are you taking that fre-, that boy, away for good now?" the man asked in a
    hopeful tone. "Or is he expelled?"

    "No, it is nothing to do with that." Minerva was not liking this. Not one bit. "If
    you would get Mr Potter for me, I will be able to discuss with him what I came
    for."

    "I thought you knew," Petunia whispered, expressions of terror coursing over her
    face. "He's gone."

    "Gone?" Minerva blinked in surprise. "Start talking."

    "Vernon," the voice that came from within the premises was slurred and slow. The
    woman speaking was blatantly drunk. "Vernon, I don't care if he is your nephew. That
    piece of filth needs more than what you give him. Bastard should have been rid at
    birth."

    McGonagall's fury was showing. Her wand had slid into her hand covertly and was
    now being raised slightly. "Where is Harry?"

    The tone brokered no questions. It was direct, and it had no implications or
    threats, only promises that if she were to be denied then there would be hell to
    pay.

    The door closed behind Petunia as she stepped forward. She had nudged her head at
    the voice and her husband retreated into the hallway.

    "Answer me truthfully, Petunia. If I find out you have hurt Harry more than you
    already have..." She took a sick sort of pleasure at the sight of the woman
    flinching. Harry Potter was one of her cubs, and she did not take kindly to her Pride
    being messed with.

    "We tried. When that man came here, demanding that we..." her face was
    pinched, pained, even. Though McGonagall held no sympathy. She knew well enough that
    Albus could be quite intimidating when he chose to be, and she knew him enough to
    know that when he returned from this place not too long before, there had been a rage
    in his eyes. "We left him alone. We let him do what he wanted. We...

    "It was Vernon's sister, Marge. Her opinion on Potter is the same as Vernon's. I
    knew. I knew what would happen if she tried to do what she always did." It was too
    easy. A simple silent casting and the woman was opening up and revealing more than
    she would normally; each syllable that was spouted inflamed the anger inside her.
    "She was raving, demanding that the boy do what he would do normally, but we knew
    what your kind would do. He only cooks for himself. He only cleans his room, not the
    house. But, Marge didn't care. Then the bird. Her dog smelled the bird."

    McGonagall knew, she knew, that there was something wrong in this place.
    But Albus had always thrown off her and Filius' concerns. There had been something in
    his eyes that belied what he told them, and a hurt of a man who was filled with
    shame, but she knew Harry was suffering here, and to her own disgrace she simply
    forgot about him when not in school. Her knuckles became white, and her brows
    furrowed, and her teeth started grinding against each other.

    "Marge, she had been drinking, and she near threw the door down. She saw him. I
    don't know what he was doing, but the dog went in. There was shouting, and screaming.
    He ran out, the stick was in his hand, and that huge case with all his things in.
    That bird was under his arm, completely red. And Marge's dog, it's dead. It looks
    like it was beaten to death!"

    Minerva McGonagall turned on the spot. Disappearing before the woman's very eyes,
    such was her anger. She had to find him. She had to find him fast.

    Miles and miles away, Harry cradled his struggling owl close to his body. He had
    to get to Diagon, and he would be there as quickly as this 'Knight Bus' could get him
    there.

    "It'll be alright, girl, it'll be okay." He was shaking uncontrollably as Hedwig
    would blink slowly as she stared at her human. "We'll get you to the Alley and we'll
    find someone to help." He smiled weakly as he gulped in air unevenly.

    The conductor had practically shoved him onto the bus after he accidentally
    summoned it the moment he ended the driveway and hit the street. Stan, the conductor,
    had jumped at the tone and volume of voice that Harry had shrieked at him. The pain
    and heartache he protruded out had him hurry the driver directly towards Diagon Alley
    post-haste.

    Harry took no note of what was going on around him. He could barely feel the bumps
    and turns of the erratic driving taking him to his destination while he stared almost
    crazily down at Hedwig. He refused to let this happen, not after making it through 12
    years of hell, would he let this happen. Hedwig was his. She was his friend, his owl.
    She would not die. Not on his watch.

    "We're 'ere!"

    Harry opened up his coin pouch, pouring what must have been an incredibly generous
    tip out to Stan's cupped hands, causing much of it to the floor. But Harry cared not
    for this. He did not even stop to grab his things; only his wand and his Hedwig were
    added to his person.

    He slammed the door to the Leaky Cauldron in, swivelling his head side to side,
    desperation on his lips. The barman, a friendly, earthy looking man who's name
    escaped him, came sprinting towards them.

    "Come, Mr Potter, follow me out back. I'll run ahead. I know Ms Eilhart quite
    well, so I will go on and get her ready for you. Come on, follow me."

    Harry hurried along, trailing in the wake of the kind man amidst supporting looks
    by the patrons still residing in the bar area.

    "Philippa! Philippa, come quick."

    A dark-haired woman appeared from a door behind the counter, a long flowing dress
    billowing behind her, and milky-white eyes prominent on her face.

    "Tom, I may not be able to see, but that does not mean that I am incapable of
    hearing." She paused for a fraction of a second. "Bring her here, quickly now."

    Harry rushed toward her, and the woman, Philippa, skilfully taking Hedwig from his
    arms.

    "Attacked? A dog, I would say."

    "Can you save her?" Harry's voice was thick and watery, the words rushed out.

    The woman inclined her head, tilting it towards him as her wand waved over the now
    stilled form of his owl. "It is lucky that you healed her, as haphazard and
    incomplete as it was. You did the correct action to bring her directly to me. Leave
    her with me for the night and I tell you, she will be as healthy as before."

    Harry breathed a sigh of relief, becoming light-headed as the adrenaline burst out
    the dam of his body.

    It was a more than highly comforted Harry Potter who left the woman to nurse his
    owl back to perfect help, following Tom the Barkeep back to the Leaky Cauldron.

    "Stop thanking me, Mr Potter, for considering your story, I should really be able
    to do more." His grin was affable and infectious, enough for Harry to mimic him
    tiredly. He never knew that owls could make such noise...

    "Ah, Harry, do you mind if I call you Harry? Well, it's so good to see you here
    safe." Harry recognised the squat man who was waiting for them at the bar. "It is
    such a pleasure to see you again. You gave us all quite a fright when you left your
    Aunt and Uncle today." His tone grew stern and sharp, while Harry visibly retreated
    into himself.

    'Uncle, please, stop!'

    He shook his head clear of the thoughts plaguing his mind, refusing to let such
    memories consume him. "I'm sorry, sir. I just... I had to get Hedwig help. I had to
    get somewhere... safe."

    It was just a flash, but it was there. A dark look crossed the Minister's face, a
    glint of something Harry did not like emanating from him. But it vanished as soon as
    it appeared.

    "Yes, well, it is a little dangerous at the moment, and as such, it is best for
    you to remain somewhere you are confirmed to be safe." He slapped his hand on the bar
    as Harry began to stutter a response, though not antagonistically. "Well, not that it
    matters much now. Black would not be aware of the Dursley residence's location, but I
    cannot see him descending on Diagon at any point. Not with the accelerated Auror
    presence.

    "So, you have my permission to remain here until September 1st – there will be
    protection here of course. But Harry, my boy, there will be no deviation from this
    course. You will not enter anywhere except Diagon, and that is my foot hitting the
    floor, I'm afraid. Do you understand?"

    "Yes, sir," he replied meekly. He saw in his mind's eye the traces of blurred
    movement and inky blackness of the cupboard under the stairs. "I... understand."

    "Good lad," he ignored the blatant flinch of the young Potter as he pat his
    shoulder three times, all a hard smack. "Can't have the icon of Wizarding Britain
    come to harm now, can we? I heard of the extravagant tale of the 'Chamber of
    Secret's' of course." He waved goodbye to each patron as well as Tom. "Mr Shunpike
    brought your things in. Very silly of you to leave them on the Bus, but never mind.
    Anyway, to fight a Basilisk," he shuddered as he slipped on a large overcoat. "Well,
    let's just say that a lot of heads have been turned even further." He placed his
    bowler hat upon his head and moved away to the door to muggle London. "Farewell, Mr
    Potter. Oh, before I forget." He rolled his back, an audible crack filling the room.
    "Professor McGonagall was originally coming to tell you, but due to current
    circumstances, we have had to replace you in the Scotland match, as well as a word
    from Wilburr that he must insist that you temporarily cease your House team.
    McGonagall agreed, and you will too."

    Cornelius Fudge left a silent Harry, whistling a jaunty tune as he went on his
    merry way.

    Harry thanked Tom for his assistance profusely, after the distasteful man had
    vanished from the premises, much to the bashful man's chagrin.

    "Think nothing of it, Mr Potter. And congratulations on your first dabbling in
    politics." He gave Harry a once over, noting the out of place look on his face. "The
    Ministry is paying for your room for the summer. Something about you not saying
    anything about why you left home?"

    It twigged, the reason why Fudge was there and how he worded the conversation
    between them.

    "I can't just be me, can I?" he muttered, though not quiet enough if the wry
    chuckle from Tom meant anything.

    "I've sent your belongings up to the room, number 11 for your information. The
    cost covered is only breakfast, dinner, and board, so anything else you'll have to
    pay." He leaned in conspiratorially, "Though I won't say no to a few butterbeers
    going missing here and there if you keep us lowly lot company every now and
    then."

    Harry's lips twitched upwards slightly, but his mind was elsewhere.

    "Listen, Mr Potter... May I call you Harry?" He smiled broadly at Harry's tiny
    nod. "Excellent! Well, Harry, I've known Ms Eilhart for a lot of years, she's the
    best at what she does, even if she don't look it."

    "How can she-"

    "Some kinda magic, I suppose. Never really explained it to me. She likes her
    secrets after all, but don't worry, she loves owls, and she likes you too. If she
    didn't, well, she would have most likely ripped you a new one for how the poor thing
    was."

    "How did she, you know, lose her sight?" Harry asked in his soft tone.

    "I don't know the whole story, jus' that one of the Black family did her in. Some
    kind of curse."

    "Sirius Black?"

    "Aye, most likely." Tom paused, contemplating if he should say any more. "Fudge is
    right about one thing though." He tittered kindly at Harry's incredulous face. "Black
    is not one to mess with."

    Harry listened with rapt attention to what was being told to him, shock and
    disgust developing the further the story went. 'He killed those muggles and that poor
    man just for trying to stop him.'

    "Um, Tom, do you have an owl I could use at all here? I can't use Hedwig," his
    heart burned and welled with a sharp, stabbing pain, "And I need to tell my friends
    where I am."

    He knew everyone was going to be at home except for the twins considering the
    compensation pay-out from the Ministry and the school from Ginny's possession.
    Apparently, Kate and Alicia had been practically ordered to charge their school lists
    directly to the Board of Education because of their attacks. The Weasley family was
    currently in Egypt, trying to help Ginny heal, so he wanted to wait a bit to mail
    Fred, George, and Ginny.

    "Ah, I'm afraid not, Harry. Though I would say to write the letters now and go see
    Ms Eilhart in the morning. Check up on your owl at the same time."

    Harry giggled at the thought. "Hedwig's a proud friend, she won't like another owl
    taking my letters."
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    Neville and Fay managed to receive their letters at the same time, which was not
    much of a coincidence considering that at that moment, Fay was lounging about
    Longbottom Hall while trying (failing) to complete her summer Transfiguration
    assignment.

    "Why can't Harry be here with me?" she whined petulantly. "I'd be finished last
    week if I had his help."

    Neville gave a sideways glance of faux annoyance as his attention was diverted by
    the large Barn Owl dropping through the open sunroof of his extravagantly designed
    living room.

    "It's Harry."

    "Finally," Fay threw her arms up in delight.

    They read the proffered letters, ignoring the indignant owl that shot off with a
    loud bark of complaint, and both felt the mood turn icy cold as each line was
    read.

    "Nev," Fay's voice was hesitant. This was a conversation that the two had had
    frequently but never came to a worthwhile conclusion. "I knew he should never have
    gone back to them. After Quirrell, and now the attacks..."

    "I know, Fay," Neville crumpled the parchment in his fist. His voice was a quiet
    as Harry's, and his face sunk as he read between the lines. "But what can we do?
    Harry always said that it was Dumbledore who makes him go back for his safety. He's
    not an idiot, but if what the Minister himself was saying, then it could be
    more."

    "Er, Nev, you remember that, yeah, my family is pureblood, but we don't get
    involved in all this political mumbo jumbo."

    "It means," an aged, yet powerful voice came from behind them, "That there is more
    to this tale than you realise." Augusta Longbottom cast an intimidating presence,
    even now. "There is something afoot involving Harry Potter, my dear. Many believe it
    is to do with potential retribution. Blood Wards I heard, magicked into reality by
    the power of Lily Potter and Albus Dumbledore." She sat down, a House Elf popping
    into existence and placing a steaming cup upon a saucer.

    "What do you mean, Gran?"

    She sipped her cup, enjoying the strong and sweet taste of the tea within. "I
    mean, Neville, that there are many who believe that the Dark Lord has not completely
    vanished as well as we would hope." Their faces paled instantly, their eyes darting
    hurriedly to the letters sent by their best friend. "The Potter boy would be under a
    great deal of danger, even if He-who-must-not-be-named were dead; his followers were
    brutal and loyal." Her face twisted into a snarl, hidden behind her cup. "It was the
    decision of the betters of the Magical World, that Harry Potter must remain away,
    both for his safety, and the safety of... others."

    "But he suffers so much," Fay whispered. Neville may defer to his Grandmother when
    at home, but she had no such reason to adhere to social rules. "It doesn't matter who
    wants what for him. I want him away from those foul muggles."

    "Yes, yes, Neville has told me of what your friend is, or was, like. Do you really
    think that the voices of children can sway those who believe themselves better? No,
    you foolish child. I am not the only one who has tried to help the boy." Not even
    Neville had been aware of that if the raised brows had any indication. "No, just
    because some things aren't seen, does not mean that there aren't things being
    done."

    The two Gryffindors were mute for the rest of the hour, while Augusta Longbottom
    sat with the Wireless on, enjoying the tunes of her youth as the sound filled the
    room.

    "Gran, may we have the match on, please?"

    "The England versus Scotland match? Whatever for?"

    "Harry is the Seeker, and even though he's said he can't play, we should really
    listen to it," Fay spoke meekly.

    "Yeah, Gran, he might not be playing, but it's still a qualifier. They won their
    last set of matches, so they're top of our group, but Harry will be playing with them
    eventually. It would be nice just to be involved somehow."

    It was difficult to fully explain the depth of the connection that brought
    Neville, Fay, and Harry together. Originally it was for a sense of social
    preservation, and over time it developed into a burgeoning friendship, and then a
    connection that increased in intensity over the path of two years.

    They were afraid. Not of him, of course, but for him. He was so fragile
    and held an innocence in their eyes that advanced into a form of protectiveness that
    warped all sound judgement. There was something about how he was, who he was, that
    bled emotion and wrapped them in a need to defend him.

    He was always so open, and too forgiving. Though he had his enemies, he tried
    mostly the path of conciliation over antagonism. Even his spats with Malfoy and his
    cronies, he never spoke ill of, nor attacked them. It was as if he believed that with
    enough time, they could put aside their differences. Though that time was getting
    further and further away with each comment, each attack, and each ugly, snarling
    assault on their emotions and person.

    They saw his utter dejection when Snape would hound him – they both remembered
    when Harry threw away the advanced potions book he had after a particularly bad bout.
    The way he stared at the burning pages as the fire took it in. There was no hate
    there. No rage. Only sadness. Only anguish.

    He was kind to them, they thought. His was a pure, innocent soul that had had
    people attempting to corrupt it to their brands of wanted darkness, but they knew
    that Harry was strong. He was who he was, and they knew that no one would
    change that.

    They could almost touch the pain from his letters at his hurt of the dog that went
    after Hedwig, who's condition they were both glad was apparently steadily improving.
    Fay had laughed out loud when he told them that she had indignantly cuffed him with
    her wing when he came to visit.

    That wasn't to say that they saw him as naïve, far from it. It was instead a blind
    hope, a certain amount of altruistic wishing, that proved that no matter what he
    thought, or others hoped, he was not as damaged as initially believed. There was a
    power that was separate from his magic. And Neville and Fay began their plans to
    storm the fortress, as it were. Distance and time meant nothing if they could
    alleviate the pain from their best friend, of course.
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    It was with a sense of relief when Harry breached the portal, with the sights,
    smells, and sounds of Platform 9 ¾'s infiltrating his senses and flooding his system.
    'Finally... I'm coming home.'

    There was much to be excited about, and not just for the thrill of being able to
    practice magic freely once more. A smile lit up his face like a firework – Angelina
    had spotted him, Fay, who she was speaking to, turning and seeing him too.

    "Harry! Over here!"

    A part of Harry missed the shy, silent girl he met almost 2 years ago, but as much
    as he had changed, so had his friends, and he wouldn't alter it for a single
    thing.

    He trundled his trolley, Hedwig now pride of place atop his trunk, towards his two
    friends. Unfortunately, the offer of Auror protection was restricted to him moving
    solo within Diagon Alley. He was irritated by the gilded cage but realised that his
    then-current state of imprisonment was far greater for him than residing at Privet
    Drive. Unfortunately, that meant that he was unable to receive guests, and therefore
    could not see his friends, much to his consternation.

    "Angie, Fay," his tone was perky, and he slid easily into their hugs, to some
    surprise, as he willingly moved his arms around their bodies in a receptive manner.
    "I missed you guys."

    "What's this about not being on the team, Harry?" Angelina ribbed. "I've already
    had to deal with Oliver moaning about it."

    Fay had kept her arm around Harry's shoulder, as she grinned broadly at the return
    of her best friend.

    "Well," Harry began, rubbing the back of his neck in slight nervousness, "I've
    actually got a plan for that, which I think Oliver would be okay with."

    Angelina hummed, the corner of her lip twitching. "If you say so, Harry. You
    better win England the Cup if that's the case."

    "I do believe there are rumours of you being pulled from Tutshill too, Mr Potter."
    The voice was unfamiliar and possessed a light, Scottish lilt similar in inflection
    to Fay's.

    He turned to see a man and a woman approaching them, to which Fay quickly slid her
    arm away from his person and moved slowly towards them.

    "Mum, Dad, this is Harry. Harry, these are my parents."

    "Er, a pleasure, Mr Dunbar. Mrs Dunbar." He stood in place, fidgeting as the mood
    became slightly awkward. "And, yes, they want me to focus on the Cup before
    everything else."

    "Well," began Fay's mother, smiling tightly as she elbowed her husband's frown
    away. "I can only hope that you do your nation proud.

    It hit him suddenly, and he wanted to laugh out loud. The woman had an obvious
    Cornish dialect and must, therefore, be a supporter of his team. However, Mr Dunbar
    was a Scot, and though they had managed to best England in their second qualifying
    match, they were still out of the running, for now, to move on to the final 16's
    match-ups.

    Harry's mood lightened, and bid a fair farewell, shaking the Dunbar's hands. He
    gratefully thanked Angelina for helping him lift his luggage through the train door
    and turned to the family.

    "It was a pleasure meeting you."

    "Of course, Harry," Mrs Dunbar said, "I'm sure we'll see more of you at some
    point. Fay here does write about you quite often."

    "Mum!" her daughter squawked, while her husband simply grunted.

    Harry shook his head, smiling, "We'll find a compartment Fay, come find us when
    you're ready."
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    "Um, Fred, George, is there a particular reason we're in a cabin with some
    guy?"

    Harry had to admit, Angelina's question was a valid one, though he was joyful at
    seeing the Weasley twins once more.

    "Ah, ickle Seekerkins," Harry groaned good-naturedly at this, "Tis always good to
    see you."

    "Of course it is Fred, to see his highness of the golden ball. Such an honour."
    George bowed low.

    "Right you are, dear brother, a true honour." Harry giggled when Fred joined his
    twin.

    "Come on you two, sit down and shut up." Fay joined the group, followed by
    Neville, Alicia, and finally, Katie.

    Harry sat back, next to the man sharing the cabin with them, watching ruefully
    while his friends waved their goodbyes to their families. "So, why are we in this
    compartment?"

    Fred sat down as the station disappeared from sight, careful not to jostle the
    bench too much. Ginny, refusing to make eye contact, was sat in the compartment with
    them, and he could see her scratching at her arms while she stared at the ugly scar
    adorning his own.

    "I'm going, to... go find Luna," she squeaked. Harry hoped she was okay. He had
    written her in the summer, and she had reciprocated in kind; she, it turned out with
    no physical meetings, was a fiery, kind, girl who was quite easy to get on with.

    Fred, pretending that that did not happen, began to answer Harry's question. "It
    was mum's idea," he griped. "Thought that with him in here we 'wouldn't get into as
    much trouble on the train.' Rubbish, if you ask me."

    "Which we don't," Katie interrupted, shoving Fred away so she could pull Harry to
    her side.

    "Which you don't." He blinked stupidly for a second as he registered what was
    said. "Hey!"

    The conversation flowed like water in the compartment, though they remained at a
    sedate enough noise and energy so as not to wake the unknown man sharing the space
    with them. All of them noticed the change in Harry, now that they had had time away
    from him, and they collectively had feelings of pride at the new confidence he was
    exerting that was the opposite of the Harry they once knew.

    "I'm telling you," Fay spoke as she chewed on a chocolate frog, "He must be the
    new Defence Professor."

    "He doesn't look like much," Alicia said warily. "Besides, I don't think I can
    really name a single, competent teacher in that class."

    "We can't judge him yet, we don't know him," Harry muttered to the group. Katie's
    hand was gently stroking his arm, letting him know that she was there for him. "He
    might be okay."

    Katie nodded her head in agreement, "He is right. None of us can judge anybody by
    what they look like." The pressure increased in her ministrations, and she nestled
    Harry a little deeper into her side, but her gaze was on the man.

    Harry felt like he wanted to put it out of his mind – the sky was darkening, and
    the air felt cold – as everything just started to feel wrong.

    The lights flickered and the glass grew frosty. Harry unconsciously dragged his
    body closer to Katie's, pushing himself deep into her embrace as pure sorrow overtook
    his senses.

    "K-Katie," he whispered desperately. His only response was to be pulled even
    tighter – her hands clawed at his shoulder and side, squeezing him in as close as she
    could. "W-w-what's going on?"

    "Lumos. Everybody quiet." The man was awake, allowing Harry to get a good
    look at his shabby clothing, ragged looks, and scarred face. "Prepare
    yourselves."

    The door slid open, the crack widening an inch at a time as pure silence enveloped
    the compartment.

    The light seemed to vanish in an instant, but Harry could see it. It was as though
    a void had appeared in the gap, as the air around is shimmered with black light. A
    voice whispered in his ear, with words he could not recognise, from a voice he could
    not understand. He felt his body go slack, slipping forward to the floor, catching
    his knees as he prostrated before what was gliding into the cabin.

    He tried to rise, and when he managed to finally see what was causing his
    distress, he wished he hadn't.

    It was cloaked, hovering above the ground, and staring at it was as if he was
    viewing the beginning and the end blend together simultaneously. His eyes rolled back
    into his skull, pain flared in his head, his hand, and his arm. He hugged his torso
    tightly as the thing swept down to him; a gnarled, clawed hand grabbed his chin
    harshly, and a smell of rot smacked his nostrils viciously.

    But the worse of it all was the feeling of complete hopelessness that trailed
    along with the creature holding him. His lungs emptied, and his breath quaked. Harry
    could feel his heart slow to a steady beat marching to a different drum. Visions of
    times gone swirled about him followed sharply by a sudden blast of the negativity
    permeating his essence. All ideas of any good vanished before it could form. He could
    feel himself tearing – though not painful, it erupted a notion of
    destruction inside.

    He knew naught from whom the scream came. His throat ripped raw, as he was pulled
    and pushed yet not physically. The horror in his mind – a woman's death roar as
    'not Harry, PLEASE not HARRY!' joined him. Numb though his body felt, the
    force came, bringing him into warmth, but the ice remained... tearing... tearing...
    he was being ripped in two! It was coming out! A spark – more – 'what would you
    sacrifice?'

    He felt different. There was something wholly wrong now, as a bright
    light returned him back to the Hogwarts Express.

    "Here, Harry, sit up. Eat. Eat up."

    The voice was calm, soft, soothing. A silky flavour, sweet, topped his tongue.
    'Chocolate.' He opened his mouth, trying to talk, but nothing came out. No sound, no
    croak, no... nothing.

    "Rest, your friends will care for you. I need to see to the other students. It
    will be fine, Harry. I know you will be in safe hands."

    All he could think of was the screams.
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    It was a much calmer Harry that entered the Great Hall hours later. Katie and Fay
    hadn't let go of him – they kept him in their sights, witnessing him stare blankly
    off into space as they brought him back from the brink of whatever dread event he had
    endured.

    The mocking was brutal the moment Draco Malfoy caught him.

    "Fainted, did you, Potter," he guffawed childishly, "Once a coward, always a
    coward!"

    Katie's grip on his hand was stopping his circulation, and blood dripped slowly
    down his hand as his own clawed into hers. The Circle tightened around him, placing
    him down gently at the Gryffindor table as they waited for McGonagall to return with
    the potential first years.

    "Mr Potter, come with me," she had said to him the moment she spotted him enter
    the Entrance Hall. "Miss Bell and Miss Dunbar," she glanced at Harry, trapped in the
    two girls' vice-grip, "You may accompany us if that would please you."

    Poppy Pomfrey was waiting in a side room, and the moment she saw him, she turned
    as white as a sheet. "Harry, here, now!"

    Harry was pulled forcibly over to a hastily conjured bed, pushed down hard enough
    to lose contact with his girls, and within seconds, Poppy Pomfrey was speedily waving
    her wand about him, incantations spoken at a speed he'd never heard before.

    "Dementors," she spat, a fury so palpable that even McGonagall had to take a step
    backward, though Harry was so out of it, and it didn't even register. "What happened?
    Word was sent over that you had an adverse reaction to one of those things
    but I need to know exactly what occurred." She was getting redder as the amount of
    magic she was exerting into his body was starting to take its toll.

    "It...It came in the cabin. Harry... It went straight for him. Everything was
    so... cold." The tears came freely to Katie, the base of her palms rubbing
    at her eyes as she remembered what transpired. And the overwhelming guilt that sprung
    up at the fact that she did absolutely nothing to help him until the man – Lupin –
    did something to it. "Mr Lupin shot a big, white thing at it. He... he was the one
    who made sure Harry was okay. He gave him some chocolate too, said it would
    help."

    "Hmm, looks like we have a competent one this year, Minerva," Pomfrey growled. Fay
    and Katie had never seen her so angry before.

    "Will... will he be alright?" Fay squeaked.

    "I can't be completely certain, but I think this may be enough to warrant the
    removal of those things from the grounds."

    "Poppy?" Minerva stood rigid.

    "I'm not specialised in any singular form of Healing. But I've treated Azkaban
    releases in the past during my Mungo days." Her wand stopped moving, and Harry
    appeared more peaceful. "How close did the Dementor get to him?"

    Katie hesitated, unable to speak, so Fay was the one to answer. "Close. The thing
    touched him." She sounded hoarse, her speech raspy. "He looked... I don't know how to
    explain it. His screams-"Minerva had to run to Katie's side as she collapsed to the
    floor; the gulps of air and rattling breathing as her guilt finally overcame her
    forced her to the ground.

    "Listen to me, Miss Bell, Katie, it'll be okay. Hush now child, hush now."

    "I just sat there," she wailed. "I just... didn't move. Harry was suffering, I
    could feel it. The thing was... tearing him apart. His soul. I know what they do. And
    it was taking it. It was taking away my Harry!"

    There was a snapping sound from behind as Lupin, Dumbledore, and Snape appeared at
    the door.

    "Professor..." Lupin started.

    "Severus, Lupin, care for the boy," his tone was calm, but the hurricane in his
    eyes belied the truth. "I must quickly attend to the Ministry." The air crackled,
    invisible lightning cracking the glass and raising the hairs on everyone's
    bodies.

    Lupin waited hesitantly by the door, glancing at Harry's prone, but conscious
    form.

    "Hnn, pathetic, Potter," Snape grunted. "Too much like his father. Has to be the
    centre of attention no matter what." His stride to the side of Harry's bed was quick
    and determined. He roughly grabbed the boy, receiving a startled yelp and a full-body
    cringe. "There is nothing wrong with you, boy. You think you are the first to
    be-"

    He never got a chance to finish, as Remus Lupin and Minerva McGonagall had jointly
    drawn their wands and performed overpowered banishing charms to blast him across the
    room.

    "Severus Snape!" she shouted. "How dare you! For too long I have listened to
    Albus! For too long I have turned a blind eye! But no longer. For not another second
    will I care for your deal!"

    Lupin looked taken aback at the events going on, but internally he was ripping at
    his bindings; Snape was still the petty bully he once was, it seemed.

    Poppy directed Katie over to Harry, their combined aura's soothing their emotions
    down to bearable levels. "We will remain here for the time being, if that is okay
    with you, Minerva. Harry needs to calm down. I have used some charms to that effect,
    but it may take some time to begin to function. He is lucky that it was only a brief
    connection, otherwise, the healing could take days or weeks, rather than hours. I am,
    however, afraid for his long term mental health."

    "What do you mean, Madam?" Lupin asked, his wand still trained on a bleeding
    Snape, who was giving an evil glare to the room.

    "Prolonged contact has been shown to have long-lasting effects, but Harry's
    response seems too strong. I fear that the creatures will be continuously drawn to
    him like moths to a flame. They have a taste of him now."

    "I can do something about that," he returned. "Just let me sort something out with
    Professor Dumbledore, and I think there may be something I can do to help him."

    "I... I feel a lot better now," came the meek voice from Harry's bed. "I just feel
    really tired."

    Madam Pomfrey proceeded to pour an ungodly amount of potions down his throat
    before she okayed his release from the makeshift hospital, with promises that he
    would come see her daily for the next few weeks.

    "Mr Potter, Harry, I need to keep seeing you to make sure that there will be no
    longstanding issues with what happened to you. How you described it... that was not a
    normal reaction."

    But for now, Harry simply wanted to put it all out of his mind as he took in the
    later than normal sorting ceremony. As he, Katie, and Fay had walked in late
    together, the Hall rightly assumed that their growing hunger was their fault.
    Positive attention was a fickle mistress it appeared, as they collectively forgot
    what was endured the previous year. Yet there were only minor grumblings shown
    audibly, as even the dumbest of them could see how ill he looked.

    Of course, Draco Malfoy and the rest of his cronies had to add in their consummate
    opinions; any gripes faltered instantly when they saw a dishevelled and
    beaten-looking Severus Snape enter the Hall to sit at the staff table, quickly
    followed by a furious Dumbledore.

    Harry was wedged between Fay and Katie, with Ginny opposite, sandwiched amid her
    brothers. Each one of the Circle clapped heartily when a new Gryff entered the Lion's
    Den, with Harry's demeanour becoming more and more like the norm as each nervous face
    lit up from each student's cheer.

    By the end of the feast, where Harry filled his plate to the shock of many,
    enjoying the tantalising flavour and odour of the culinary masterpieces before him,
    Harry was back to his normal self, albeit slightly more pale if that was even
    possible.

    "Now that we have enjoyed the broth of delight, and our bellies are full, I would
    like to make a couple of announcements to end our night. Once more I have been asked,
    and shall fulfil the request, to let you all know that the list of banned items shall
    be found within Mr Filch's office. It has increased by a few this year, so please, be
    up to date in such matters." Harry caught the sly look he sent to the grinning
    Weasley twins. "Also the Forbidden Forest must remain such, forbidden, especially
    this year.

    "The Ministry of Magic has deemed it necessary for the stationing of Dementors
    this year in light of recent events. I implore you now. Do not go near. Do not
    attempt to communicate. They are not your friends. They are not your allies." His
    face took a pained look, and once more, even in his exhausted state, Harry noticed
    his age. "But, on a lighter note. I am pleased to welcome our new Defence Against the
    Dark Arts teacher for this year: Professor Remus Lupin."

    The applause was polite and measured, but Harry's countenance took on a pleased
    and content appreciation for the man. He had saved his life – his soul even – and
    therefore accepted his position with wild acceptance.

    "I would also like to introduce our new Care of Magical Creatures Professor, due
    to Kettleburn's retirement and wish to enjoy his remaining limbs, Professor Rubeus
    Hagrid."

    If anything could have made Harry happy at that moment, the great smile gracing
    Hagrid's proud face, was more than enough to destroy any remaining funk he had
    left.
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    "Why are you apologising, Hermione? He got exactly what he wanted," Ron said
    bitterly.

    Harry did not care, he had had a tiring day and just wanted to get to bed. It
    would have been funny if the situation was not so dire, but a barely restrained
    Neville and Alicia had to pull Katie and Fay away from the steps to the boys'
    dormitories, otherwise, they would have been bunking with Harry for the night.

    "Shut up, Ronald," she hissed back angrily. "It was because of us that he nearly
    died, or have you forgotten that in your bouts of stupidity? He saved Ginny's life
    too, remember?"

    "Yeah, and because of him, we lost the House Cup! And England lost too because he
    was, what? Too sad?" The scene was developing a crowd, and Harry's patience was
    starting to wear thin. He needed his bed, if at least just to put the miseries to
    rest for the time being.

    "Are you completely insane?" Hermione shrieked.

    "Do you know what my mum said to me because of him? How much trouble I was in? And
    we can't go to Hogsmeade! And not just for this year, but banned for years!" Ron was
    getting visibly upset, his knuckles were clenched tight and his appearance almost
    manic.

    "Oi, Ron, I didn't know mum and dad adopted a Malfoy."

    Fred was just behind his brother, fury spilling out into the common room. "Your
    friend, at least, is trying to make amends. Is there a chance you could not
    disappoint us anymore?"

    "Ginny," he turned desperately to his sister.

    She hesitated, not seeking the attention she knew her brother craved. "No, Ron.
    No."

    Ron's anger came full force, and he tried to yank his wand out in a show of...
    something. But the reception of multiple people reacting in kind was enough
    that his ignorance ladled mind to retreat into itself. He huffed despondently and
    stomped off upstairs. He took one longing glance behind him, only to see the faces of
    his disappointed housemates. His shoulders sunk, and he walked off and out of
    sight.

    "Thank you, Hermione. I know it wasn't your fault." Harry was barely audible, but
    he was heard, as evidenced by the fact that Neville had to step in front of him to
    stop her leaping bear hug.

    "I- Ronald will come around," she said, but Harry could tell that she did not
    believe her own words. "And... we deserve every punishment we were given."

    Harry simply nodded, giving a tired smile as he brushed passed her; he gave his
    friends their goodnights, escorting guffawing twins up the stairs after they had to
    physically pry him out of being manhandled by Katie and Fay.

    "It's okay, Hermione, he'll realise how stupid he is soon..."

    Harry heard Hermione and Ginny move up to their own rooms, and was glad that he
    was now doing the same. When he had finally changed, his soft pyjamas and sheets
    covering him, the welcoming darkness of sleep took over, and he knew no more.
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    Harry felt like he had returned home once more. At the foot of the stairs, he
    could see Katie waiting for him, a nervous smile and red cheeks gracing her face as
    he moved his own arms out to meet hers.

    "Morning, Harry," she murmured sweetly in his ear.

    "And to you too, Katie." He had to look upwards slightly, a twinge of annoyance
    that he had barely grown, yet she had almost shot up in height.

    They exited the portrait hole, early morning hunger directing them downstairs so
    that they could eat their fill. Katie's hand slid naturally down his arm, promises
    that his scarred limb was still there, and ended clasped in his own, a warm cocoon
    heating her hand pleasantly while their fingers laced together.

    The trip down was silent but pleasing. The two had, for too long, been forced to
    avoid such trips by the constraints of life outside the school, and were, as such,
    incredibly grateful that they could return to such normality.

    They entered the Hall together, not letting go of each other until they sat down,
    entering a world of their own as their conversation remained light and airy. She was
    worried about him, her concern would always touch him, but after yesterday's display,
    he could not fault her. He would send subtle reassurances that, yes, he was doing
    fine. The attack of the Dementors was a cruel, evil thing, but for him now, it was as
    if a fleeting nightmare had woken him up in the night – he had the affection and care
    of those important to him to remind him of his humanity, and it felt so
    right to want to take advantage of that.

    "Mr Potter, I trust that I shall see you later tonight with Madam Pomfrey? I wish
    to be there, just in case." Minerva McGonagall wore a light frown and soft eyes as
    she took in the duo. "Miss Bell," she handed over Katie's timetable with a practiced
    flourish, "I believe that nothing I can say may dissuade you from accompanying
    him?"

    "Nothing at all I'm afraid, Professor."

    McGonagall rolled her eyes in mock dismay. "Of course not. Now, Mr Potter, your
    timetable for the year. I do hope that you continue your displays within my classes;
    I am also aware of your engagements with Quidditch, and for your information,
    Professor Lupin and Professor Dumbledore are talking with Professor Flitwick to aid
    you in some way on the Dementor front. They have not reached a conclusion yet, but
    your reactions to them are not something that we will be taking lightly, of that you
    can be assured."

    "Thanks, Professor. But, I'll be alright for now." He playfully elbowed Katie's
    side, receiving a mock snort in reply.

    "That I see," the professor responded, lips curved upwards in a small smile.
    "Well, I hope your day goes well, Harry, Miss Bell."

    She walked off, keen to start her own breakfast, and could not help but to break
    out into a wide grin that quickly hidden when she heard the playful banter develop
    between the two teens.

    When the giggles of the two friends had subsided, and they took note of more of
    the Circle entering the Hall in various different states of wakefulness, the two
    began to focus more on their preparations for the day.

    "What's the damage, Harry?" Neville asked through bites of toast.

    "What are you taking?"

    "Care of Creatures and Divination."

    He looked over to Fay, who was slowly buttering her toast and was eyeing up the
    coffee as if it were her prey. "Divination and Ancient Runes," she mumbled.

    Harry frowned for but a moment. "Not too bad today," he said glancing over his
    timetable, as the others of his year were waiting on theirs. "History first today it
    seems."

    Monday: Arithmancy – 11am-1.30pm, Care of Magical Creatures –
    2pm–4.30pm

    Tuesday: Defence Against the Dark Arts – 1pm-3pm

    Wednesday: (No lessons scheduled)

    Thursday: History of Magic – 9am-11am, Herbology - 12.30pm-2.30pm, Potions –
    3pm-5pm

    Friday: Transfiguration – 10am-12pm, Charms - 1.30pm-3.30pm, Astronomy –
    10pm-12am

    "Potions as well?" Fay said with some disgust. "And Arithmancy?"

    Harry blushed, "We-well, Katie said it's really interesting, so I thought I would
    give it a go. And now Hagrid's teaching Care of Creatures, so the electives should be
    really good. I'm looking forward to this year."

    An hour later, after everyone had eaten their fill, the Third year Gryffindor and
    Hufflepuff students were waiting outside their History room. Harry was happy and
    lucky to have considerate friends, as they shielded the stares from the others as
    they whispered about his exploits within the Chamber. Harry also noticed a lonely Ron
    Weasley slumped against the wall, eyes red and teeth grinding against each other.

    "Good morning," chirped a surprisingly joyous Hermione.

    "Good? History first thing on our first day? You do know that we have Potions
    later too, right?"

    "Fay..." Harry intoned with a frown. "Be nice." He tittered softly at her
    exaggerated huff, turning to greet Hermione. "How are you feeling?"

    "Hah, I should be asking you that, really. But well, thanks. Ginny introduced me
    to a girl in her year, Luna. She's quite nice, though a little odd. Talks about all
    these odd creatures that I don't think exist."

    "Don't they?" asked Harry. "I wondered about that too once, but when I asked
    Professor Flitwick once, he said that who knows with magic? He's right too. I mean, a
    few years ago, Dragons and Unicorns weren't real, and now they are, so who knows
    exactly if she's right or not?"

    Hermione pursed her lips, her tongue poking out of the side of her mouth as she
    thought on his words. "It... is possible that you're correct. But she is a sweet girl
    nonetheless."

    Harry nodded, moving in to the room as the door opened to let them in. He bypassed
    Neville and Fay, knowing that they would use this time to catch up on their rest, and
    sat beside Hermione, who, like him, drew out her parchments for note-taking, and the
    textbook for the year.

    "One day," Harry whispered, "I hope Professor Binns can teach something with a bit
    more excitement."

    He was sure that his friends would be proud of him for eliciting the small giggle
    from the girl.

    Once more, however, Binns proved that the lesson was primarily only good for the
    purpose of catching up on missed sleep over actually learning anything fruitful.

    'You would really think that there would be so much more enthusiasm involved with
    having a ghost for a teacher,' he grumbled internally. 'How can someone possibly make
    a brutal Goblin Warlord's assent and destruction become so lame?'

    When Binns ended the lesson abruptly at the strike of 11, floating through the
    blackboard and out of the room, there was a collective sigh of relief. They shared a
    united groan when just his head popped back.

    "4 feet of parchment on the rise and fall of Warchief Kurog, on my desk before
    next week."

    They went to lunch as a whole group, with Fay and Neville rolling their eyes in
    good humour at Harry and Hermione eating as quickly as they could.

    "You know we have plenty of time to get the homework done, right?" Neville
    asked.

    "Yes, but Harry has the correct idea. The sooner it is complete, the better."

    Harry agreed it seemed. "Yeah, besides, I've got my first training session back on
    Sunday morning. I want to get my work done before then."

    "It... is a healthy outlook, Nev."

    "Why are you agreeing with them?" he complained to Fay, who pat his back in
    sympathy.

    He perked up tremendously when their next lesson began, as he was in his
    element.

    "Welcome back, one and all," Sprout exclaimed, "Back to another year of Herbology.
    Now, this year we will be focusing primarily upon a not as exciting, but still
    fundamentally important, aspect of Herbology: Common Household Planting. Now, just
    because you can find Jarrin Root in your garden at home, does not mean it isn't
    something incredibly dangerous to work with. For those of you with high interest in
    Potions, you may find this year to be quite informative."

    The Quiet Trio exchanged already exhausted looks, but Neville tightened his apron
    around his waist and fixed his tie: he was completely ready for the lesson, much to
    the hilarity of his two friends.

    Harry was always in silent awe at how his friend became an almost completely
    different person when it involved their current subject. It always brought a smile to
    his face, as it showed that all Neville needed was some more confidence, and Harry
    truly believed that his friend could become great at anything he attempted.

    As the day went on, it became less and less obvious that there was anything wrong
    with Harry after the previous night's trials. Pomona Sprout, always the caregiver,
    would watch concernedly out of the corner of her eye at his actions, making sure that
    no issue would arise.

    The Harry Potter she remembered from 2 years previous was almost the opposite from
    this hesitant, but much stronger, boy who laughed quietly with his friend, Miss
    Dunbar, and followed the lead of their other friend, Mr Longbottom. In a way, though
    they were not of her House, she felt no small measure of pride at the sight of such a
    damaged child develop and evolve into the blossoming young man before her. There was
    a power developing here that contradicted his commonly seen, withdrawn attitude,
    small stature, and shy demeanour. Harry Potter was slowly coming into his own. He was
    starting to show the legend that the stories declared him to be.

    Harry was enjoying the lesson to the fullest extent possible. Not only was it
    proof that he had returned to the world he chose to embrace as his own, but it was
    also a way to deny the sight of Snape for as long as possible.

    Considering that the last time he had come into contact with the surly Potions
    Master, he had been thrown across the room by two of his other professors, he could
    safely say he was not looking forward to seeing the man in his classroom.

    Time marches on, however, and the Gryffindors hurried to the dungeon level, with
    Neville and Harry quietly complaining about why, for the third year running, they
    have to share the most detestable class with the Slytherins.

    'Though it would be nice to see Tracey again,' he thought. She was the one who
    gave him enough hope that not every one of the Snakes were blatantly despicable. She
    had even come to speak with him after his foray into the Chamber of Secrets. Though
    she stated that it was not because of any sort of sense of worry, he could clearly
    see the relief in her eyes when she saw that he was in one piece.

    She gave a small, subtle smile when he walked in the Potions room, seeing that the
    space was empty next to her, he walked over and sat down.

    "Potter," she said in a low voice, "It is good to see you."

    "Why don't you call me Harry all the time? Doesn't Potter get boring?"

    She raised a thin brow, a bemused look on her face as she smirked playfully.
    "Well, well, well. Harry's cracking a joke. The world must be ending."

    "Come off it, Tracey." He shook his head, wary of the glare he knew he was
    receiving from the rest of the Slytherins, and a single Gryffindor. "Good
    Summer?"

    She made a non-committal humming noise as she started to remove the equipment
    required for the lesson, of which Harry quickly copied.

    "It was fine. I heard about the England loss. A pity you were unable to play." She
    nodded her head when their things were laid out on their table. "I heard of the
    Dementor. Are you okay?"

    Harry wondered sometimes why Tracey never seemed to get any flak from her
    housemates for fraternising with him. He had inquired once when she had joined him on
    a rainy Saturday afternoon deep in the library. She had simply shrugged and said,
    "Not everyone in my house is like Malfoy. Most people are just opportunists." She had
    left it at that, but chalked it up to some kind of inter-house politics and let it
    be.

    "I think so." She raised her eyebrow once more. "Well, maybe not so great, but
    I'll manage." Much quieter he finished with, "I always do," but if Tracey heard him
    say it, she made no mention or motion that she had done so.

    "Well, I've heard that apparently, Snape is on the warpath, so, knowing the
    animosity between you I thought I would do my part for this friendship we find
    ourselves in."

    He had not even been able to formulate a reply when the man they were discussing
    slammed the door open, the sound reverberating violently throughout the room, and
    stalked to the front of the class.

    "Instructions. Board. Go." Each word was a whisper, but no one strained to hear
    it.

    Harry and Tracey exchanged a quick glance, their mouths set in a straight line as
    they both realised simultaneously that they should probably get on with the lesson
    and thank their lucky stars if he got out of it unscathed.

    'I don't know if this is worse than his normal self or not,' he thought as the
    time was taking its final, sluggish steps to the end of the day. He was hungry and
    antsy – the History homework was calling his name, and even though Sprout only wanted
    the tiniest amount done, he was well aware of Snape's tendency to make his essays
    overboard.

    Harry and Tracey, when Snape finally called time on the day, handed their vials of
    Wideye Potion over to the Professor, then turned and began packing their things
    away.

    As Harry came back down from placing his belongings back into his dormitory, which
    was now a level higher up the boys' staircase, and settled in neatly between Fred and
    George, who began to regale him with their (apparently) amazing Defence lesson with
    Lupin.

    "He's totally the best one we've had."

    George snorted into his Pumpkin Juice. "Not that hard there, considering the last
    three we had."

    "Yeah, but trust me," Fred turned to Harry, "You're actually going to enjoy
    Defence for the first time. Imagine that?" He gave a deep frown as he took in Harry's
    vacant face. "Err, Harry?" he waved his hand in front of his face, snapping his
    fingers for good measure. "King Seeker, you in there?"

    Harry blinked rapidly, coming back from whatever place he was residing. "Um, we
    had a weird Potions lesson."

    "Yeah, I've never seen Snape that... nice?" Fay questioned at the end. "No, not
    nice. More like out of it."

    Neville, who was opposite Harry, pointed his head further up the table and passed
    the steps. "Yeah, but I wouldn't look behind you, Harry. I don't know if Snape's
    glaring at you, or Professor Lupin more."

    Harry ducked his head down, refusing to participate in whatever was occurring with
    their resident Potions Master, and instead forced the conversation to drift away from
    the subject of the man.

    When Harry later slipped into bed, after a lingering hug from Katie that had her
    sprinting up the stairs to her room, red-faced, and his heart beating ridiculously
    quick, he was hesitant to think if the day had been the best first day back.

    The next morning when he met Katie, they averted their eyes from each other while
    they said in equal, soft tones, their good mornings. Harry was confused by what
    exactly was happening that morning but decided to put it out of his mind while they
    walked together to get their breakfast. When they sat down next to each other at
    their House table, he realised with a sharp pain in his chest that they hadn't held
    each other's hand on the journey down. There was a rush of panic, before Katie's
    shoulder nudged his, and he felt the light graze of her sweaty palm slipping over his
    own.

    Harry decided that the strange feelings he was getting may have been worth looking
    in to – he made a mental note to subtly ask someone he knew that would be discreet in
    conversation later on – but overall realised that it was best put out of his head at
    that moment in time.

    He was still a little distant when Professor McGonagall gave him a gentle verbal
    prodding at the start of his Transfiguration lesson. With a quick apology, he brought
    the question she asked to the forefront of his mind.

    "Is it due to the possibility of remaining as that animal forever?"

    She shook her head with some mirth. "Almost completely correct, Mr Potter. The
    form of an Animagus, when applied prior to full control over the animal, may
    potentially be the form you remain in for a potentially indefinite amount of time.
    While the process to become an Animagus is long and convoluted, there are so many
    possibilities for failure, that the Ministry forces those who participate in the
    procedure to become registered within."

    "Can anyone become an Animagus?" Hermione inquired, a pointed look at the
    blackboard detailing the intricacies of the topic at hand. "Is it something that
    anyone can learn?"

    "I'm afraid not, Miss Granger, for there is so much that could go wrong with it,
    that it is not until after the O.W.L's are completed that I would even hesitate to
    allow such tutelage. Of course, any teaching of this kind is also a reservation held
    by myself and must be seconded by the Headmaster. Therefore, I would only take on
    those such students that I believe have the competency, skill, and internal will to
    participate."

    Harry was enraptured by the lesson. He had drifted off less than 5 minutes in as
    he had not expected such a heavy topic right from the get-go, but now he had become
    invested in it. 'An Animagus... I could escape.'

    His thoughts were roaring inside him; he put scenario after scenario through their
    paces as he concluded that if he could transform, then maybe he could get away from
    everything and experience the potential for true, unrestricted, freedom.

    Minerva McGonagall had never seen Harry daydream before. Usually, by this point of
    the student ignoring her, she would have: yelled, docked points, and possibly given
    detention depending on the response given to her. In this case, she was more proud of
    the development Harry was showing than anything else. It also helped that she had a
    grand soft-spot for the boy. She decided to let him be, proud of the boy she cared
    for start to grow into his own.

    She set a short – for her – essay on the positives and negatives of becoming an
    Animagus, and released the Gryffindor's and Ravenclaw's to get some lunch. Harry
    barely touched any food, already scribbling furiously onto parchment at the
    Gryffindor long table in his head start of the homework.

    "Harry, you haven't even got a book out to do the homework," Neville said with
    some humour.

    Seamus looked over from his high-stacked sandwich and snorted in minor disbelief.
    "Come off it, Neville. He's probably already memorised the whole year's book."

    Harry didn't deign to respond to the light banter, but the dusting of red on his
    face was enough to get his fellow third-year housemates to laugh good-naturedly.

    "Welcome back, one and all! Today, for our first day back after our summer blues,
    I thought I would teach you all a simple spell, but one that requires the utmost
    seriousness in its execution."

    Harry had missed his favourite Professor's squeak as he excitably taught his
    mastered subject. Though he believed he was only barely passable in Charmwork,
    Flitwick had over the last two years, smashed through Harry's poor self-esteem with
    all the subtlety of a lightning strike. He would never be considered amazing, and was
    definitely behind Hermione in the class ranking's – Tracey would gloat happily to him
    that even her skill was superior – that was mostly due to his wand's inability to
    focus fine control and timing more than anything else.

    The incantation was simple enough – Diffindo – and had the outcome of
    severing the target its user aimed for.

    Harry leant towards Neville who was positioned the other side of Fay. "Probably a
    good idea to not learn this one ourselves, I think," he whispered.

    Fay made a non-committal grunting sound as she studied the blackboard. "Imagine if
    the Snakes were with us this year too. Kinda glad we've got mostly Puff lessons."

    Harry grinned along with the rest of the Lions who had overheard; he could only
    just imagine the conflicts that would arise in this specific lesson if someone as
    brutish as Malfoy was involved.

    He had read and reread the instructions five different times and was now perusing
    the Charms book for the year to locate any final details that he may have missed. The
    Charm was simple enough to perform, as it lacked the necessary complexities of power
    and wand movements that other spells may require. 'So, all I need is the incantation,
    the gesture of cutting in a straight line, and my wand. Simple.'

    He levelled his wand at the thick strip of cloth suspended between two conjured
    clamps, held aloft in a taut horizontal line.

    "Diffindo."

    The spell sliced through the cloth like a hot knife through butter... then carried
    on to the table below it, and leaving a thin groove in the floor below them. The room
    quietened down to a dead silence as Harry's face paled chalk-white and Flitwick
    hurried over to his side.

    "Harry..."

    There was no time delay. 'And I didn't put as much force in as I usually would.
    What the hell just happened?'

    He did not move for the rest of the lesson, uncomfortable of the awestruck looks
    from the Hufflepuff's placed on the benches over the way, and mindful of the
    contemplative looks from his own House – he could see Hermione in the corner of his
    eye shooting concerned expressions every few minutes.

    "Are you sure you don't want us to stay?" Fay asked him when they were
    dismissed.

    Harry bit his tongue, and he didn't know why he agreed, but an impulse to ignore
    his usual mind-set popped into his head and decided for him. "Actually," he spoke in
    his soft voice, "If you wouldn't mind. Can you? Please?"

    Neville and Fay nodded as one, and Harry was feeling better already.

    "Harry, please tell me again, it is a Thestral tail hair for your wand core, is it
    not?"

    Harry dipped his head in agreement. "Yes, sir, that's what Mr Ollivander told me
    anyway."

    "Hmm." His Professor stroked his chin in thought while he contemplated his
    response. "I would normally put this as your age developing your skill and innate
    power. Considering that our magic develops its strength through age and experience;
    there is a reason we leave more intense spells until later years, of course.
    However... Harry, if I may be blunt, you have experienced some very traumatic things
    in your life."

    Harry was glad for his friends by his side. Neville and Fay both clasped his
    hands, squeezing them tightly in their shows of support.

    "I cannot be certain in saying this, but Thestrals... you know what they are, and
    what they are associated with?" Harry did not say a word, but Filius could see the
    connections forming in Harry's eyes. "After what happened yesterday too... Dementors
    are vile, vile creatures that should not, and should never, exist. They tear, rip, a
    soul out of a mortal body. No one knows what becomes of it afterwards, but to even
    contemplate it... From my understanding, it came close to doing irreversible, final,
    damage to you, Harry. Such a thing will change you. Dementors are theorised, by some,
    to be physical embodiments of death. Consider the muggle myth of the Reaper, if you
    will, and you can see the considerations between the two – your soul is pulled close
    to death, and your wand is reacting to it.

    "I believe that such a response as today will be commonplace, at least for a while
    as your body and magic become accustomed to the change. For now, I will explain
    things to Professor Dumbledore, who can pass on the message to your other
    professors."

    "Sir," Harry began, dumbfounded by the issue that had been hypothesised by the
    man, "Does this mean that every spell will be like this?"

    The man's face was grim as he contemplated his answer. "I do believe so. With
    Transfiguration, there may be some adverse side effects, but due to its nature, I
    cannot see things going out of control on that front; from Minerva's ravings about
    you, I would not be surprised if you aren't snatched up for an apprenticeship in the
    next few years by the woman."

    Harry smiled widely, though a small blush graced his features at the (in his mind)
    undue praise. Neville snickered behind his hand as Fay made a small cheering sound
    while clenching his hand in a reassuring manner.

    "But for now, please leave it with me. When is your next spellcasting lesson?"

    "Will I need it for Arithmancy or Care of Creatures?"

    "Oh, good choices, Harry! Your mother took those exact two herself as her
    electives, you know, and enjoyed them immensely from what I heard. But, no, I do not
    believe that you will need them. Not this early on in the subjects, anyway."

    "Then it'll just be Defence next week then."

    "Well, that shouldn't be too much of a problem. If anything, I would say that you
    should require a great amount of overpowering in such an environment. I will not
    spoil Professor Lupin's lesson for him, but I would say that forcing a greater deal
    of power may come off well." He walked up to Harry, his head tilted slightly up so as
    to make eye contact. "I will try to get to the bottom of that Harry... And if not,
    well, I am a teacher, and I would be remiss of me to not even try to help such a
    brilliant student as yourself."

    Harry's concerns started to melt away, and not for the first time, he was
    recognising why Filius Flitwick was his favourite professor at Hogwarts.

    It was later that night when he was sat atop the Astronomy Tower, with Neville and
    Fay on either side of him, there feet dangling off the North balcony to the sheer
    drop below, that he attempted to hesitantly bring everything up to his friends.

    "Harry," Fay began, "You don't need to force yourself to say anything."

    Neville nodded, his arm circling Harry's shoulders whilst Fay's came around his
    waist. "She's right, Harry. We're here for you, but if you aren't ready, then you
    aren't ready."

    Harry sniffled quietly as his hand continued to draw the Lunar Seas, using the
    lesson to place all negativity on hold until the dark thoughts went away. He could
    see the Dementors patrolling the school boundary, and could not help but to shiver in
    fear and misery as memories tickled the edges of his mind.

    'They both feel so... warm.'

    The weekend passed by slowly as the Circle reintegrated themselves as a group
    without the trappings of education temporarily halting their connections. Harry had
    broken away from them for just a little while to re-familiarise himself with Cedric
    too, as the cheerful boy caught him unawares, along with Neville and Fay, as they
    finished their homework in the library.

    The Monday coming was to be his elective day, where two brand new subjects were
    opened up to him. He had taken Dumbledore's advice to heart and had chosen Care of
    Magical Creatures for one of them, but the other was something that he spotted when
    Katie had joined him the previous year in one of his forays into the library.

    "So it's like maths?"

    Katie put her quill up to her mouth, idly sucking on the tip as she constructed
    her answer. "Yes and no. From what one of my classmates has said it seems as though
    it's similar to where he used it in his muggle school, but there's so much more than
    adding and stuff."

    Her explanation had been long, but it had Harry intrigued, and when it came to
    picking his electives, he had decided that it appeared more interesting than the
    others.

    Professor Vector was a tall, young-looking, pretty witch who seemed more in touch
    with the muggle world than the wizarding. When she walked into the room, Harry and
    Dean, who were sat next to each other, shared a subtle glance as their cheeks burned
    up slightly.

    'She's got a nice smile,' Harry thought to himself. And she had. There was a hint
    of red lipstick shining slightly upon her lips, and her auburn hair was long and
    wild. Instead of the stereotypical robes worn by other members of staff, she had
    decided to wear a long-sleeved, flowing, light-blue sundress finished by a pair of
    knee-high, brown boots. She would have fit right in with the other muggles at Privet
    Drive, if not for the two glowing yellow eyes.

    Harry was smitten instantly.

    "Good morning, third years!" Her voice had a bubbly inflection to it, and when she
    spoke, there was a hint of an accent that Harry couldn't quite place. "And welcome to
    your first Arithmancy lesson." Her eyes scanned the room, and Harry could feel
    everyone perk up at her excitable tone. "So, I thought for our first time here, we'll
    talk a bit about what I am going to teach you."

    Arithmancy, it appeared to Harry as he sat down next to Katie to eat a couple of
    hours later, was just as interesting as he initially thought. Vector had explained
    only a little of what they were to be taught, with their first year doing it only
    starting the foundation for the future.

    "The Art is a complex one. I will not simply teach you numbers – the complexities
    of what the muggles call 'mathematics' – though this will be encompassed in your
    learning. There is power in numbers, and so many different prospects can be made
    within: Numerology, spell creation, and warding just to name a few. Have you ever
    wondered why a spell needs certain wand movements? What if I were to tell you that it
    is in reference to the angle that the wand is held aloft to the base of your wand
    core? Or if I were to say that your body has numerical reference points? You may not
    be able to understand just quite yet what I'm on about, but you will."

    She had spoken to each of them individually, and when she got to Harry, she had
    paused for but a moment.

    "Harry Potter... I knew your mum, you know? I shared a dorm with her for 7 years,
    so I got to know her quite well."

    "You were friends with my mum?"

    A wistful smile graced her face as her eyes glazed over slightly. "I was close to
    your mum. Maybe not her best friend, but she was someone special. To all of us." She
    knelt down in front of him, her arms crossed upon the desk as she stared at him. "I
    would have come to talk to you about her before, but I felt it may have been a bit
    much as you were starting out here. I have some photos and stories of her if you
    wanted to listen. I know you have tea with Professor Flitwick when you can. If I
    spoke to him, maybe I could join one of these times, tell you all about her?"

    Harry didn't know who looked more hopeful, her or him, but all he could do was nod
    emphatically at the possibility of learning something new about the woman who birthed
    him. The resentment was cold now, but he still felt some sort of apprehension at the
    thought of the parents who left him all alone in an unfair world. But that small
    spark within wanted desperately to cling to the knowledge of who his mum was.

    "How was it?" Katie asked between spoons of soup.

    "Arithmancy?" A nod. "I think I might like it."

    It was after a quick scoff of his lunch that Harry and Neville followed most of
    their year onto the school fields to get to Hagrid's hut.

    "How we can have such a giant dunce as our professor is beyond me." Harry groaned
    at the sound of Malfoy's voice floating through the air, hoping that he could get
    past the electives in Hogwarts without having to deal with such an annoyance. "When
    my father hears of this, there will be hell to pay."

    Harry subtly manoeuvred his body around the rest of the Gryffindor's taking the
    class, but it wasn't enough to deter Malfoy when he spotted his shock of black
    hair.

    "I suppose that freaks meet each other well. If the coward over there is in this
    lesson, then it would make sense that that idiot will be here too."

    Harry grabbed Neville's sleeve, shaking his head at his friend. "Don't.
    Please."

    Until Hagrid exited his hut a few minutes later, Harry had to put up with the
    raised whispers of slander and insults directed his way.

    "Alrigh' class." His head turned in a semi-circle to view his students. "Alrigh'
    there Harry." His smile was infectious, and though there was some trepidation from
    the third years – who all shared their classes collectively – at the idea of the
    bumbling man teach them, many followed Harry's positive disposition at the concept of
    Hagrid's lesson.

    The sun beat down hard on their backs, and Harry could feel his neck grow hot. The
    route Hagrid was taking them into the outlying forest, avoiding the dark backdrop of
    the Forbidden Forest in the distance.

    The clearing that Hagrid led them to had several, light-grey coloured creatures
    that reminded Harry of some sort of bird-horse.

    "These beau'iful creatures are calle' 'Ippogriff's. Take ou' your books and ya can
    read abou' them, bu' don' worry. I know all about 'em." His proud face dropped
    slightly when he saw the blank looks surrounding him. "Ya do know 'ow to open yar
    books, don' ya?"

    "Er, Hagrid, it did seem a bit... confusing, on how we could do that," Neville
    responded.

    "Ya jus' stroke the spine of tha' book. It'll stop bitin' then."

    "Oh, of course," Malfoy drawled sarcastically, "How could I have not understood
    that straight away. Right, Pansy? Such a silly thing on my part."

    Hagrid either ignored it or genuinely didn't hear for his nerves, but carried on
    with the lesson. To which Harry was attentive at what he was to learn. He opened the
    book, already realising previously how to open it, and turned to the page on
    Hippogriffs.

    When Hagrid had proceeded with his teaching, he brought forth the question that
    was dwelling at the forefront of Harry's mind.

    "Now, who wan's to go for a ride?"

    Harry, entranced with the beauty of the creature, stepped forth without thinking.
    Hagrid looked at him in shock, as well as the rest of his housemates, who were not
    expecting such a response from him.

    Harry maintained eye contact with the Hippogriff – apparently called Buckbeak –
    and bowed low. Joy blossomed as it was reciprocated, and with hushed silence that the
    group watched as Harry walked forward and gently stroked the mane of the hybrid.

    'I hope Hedwig won't get jealous.'

    The wind billowed about him as all worries flew out of his system. Though the
    beginning of his third year had been wrought with negativity, Harry was once again
    marvelling at the beauty of magic as well as the fortune's he was developing in his
    life in general that was a drastic improvement than it once was.

    How could he have imagined that he would be atop a majestic a creature as Buckbeak
    when he was suffering on the train not a week before? His perspectives had been
    fundamentally altered with each advancement in circumstance toward the promised light
    at the end of the tunnel. From the skies, he could feel the world at his fingers and
    knew that every hardship was to be the stepping stone to make him who he saw himself
    to be.

    Back upon the leaf-ridden earth, after many a circuit had been made around the
    castle, Harry descended from his perch, eyes alight with mirth and wonder. He could
    see the anger on Draco's face, but as the boy moved toward him, he turned to stroke
    his noble steed, blocking the pathway to the annoyance Harry was sure he would
    perform.

    Harry and Neville congratulated Hagrid profusely at the end of the lesson,
    determined to show some support to their large friend.

    "Ya liked it?"

    The two nodded emphatically as they sang his praises.

    "It was interesting. I only really picked this because Harry did, but I can see
    why you and him enjoy creatures so much. As long as they aren't dangerous, I'm sure
    I'll be really happy."

    Hagrid let out a booming laugh. "Nah, nothin' dangerous. Harry and Dumbledore have
    chewed me ear off enough for 20 people abou' it. I will be teachin' ya abou' 'em, but
    won' be showin' ya. Not until yar a bi' older anyways."

    "I really liked it, Hagrid," Harry spoke up. "Is every lesson going to be
    something like it?"

    "Nah, not always. Sometimes we don' have the creatures to show ya'."

    Harry didn't mind. He knew that Hagrid may be clueless on many things, especially
    his people skills if his response to Malfoy and the Slytherins was any indication. He
    warned him of their antagonistic nature, which had been waved off – a showcase of
    Hagrid's immense trust in people. Yet Harry knew for a fact that there were not many
    people alive who had the immense knowledge and level of respect for magical creatures
    as Rubeus Hagrid.

    The following day, Harry sat with some trepidation at the front row table between
    Fay and Neville, waiting for the arrival of their newest addition to the Hogwarts
    staff.

    "Follow me, please," the man, Lupin, said to the gathered Lions and Ravens,
    popping his head into the room with a genial smile adorning his face.

    Harry shared a look with his friends, placed his text, and note, books into his
    bag, stood up, and followed the crowd behind their teacher.

    "Where d'ya think we're going?" they heard Seamus ask Ron.

    "Who knows," was the response.

    Harry was in two minds as to what kind of man Remus Lupin was. He seemed friendly
    enough and hadn't had the aura of unease that the previous two professors had brought
    about in him, which was a good enough start. The fact that he already had shown
    support to him was another point added to the chart; there was some wariness,
    however, as Alicia and Fred had both pointed out to him the intense stares he had
    directed at him during their shared times within the Great Hall. Whenever Harry had
    turned to see what they were talking about, Lupin had sharply turned his head away, a
    look of sadness that Harry could not quite understand why it was there.

    Lupin had led them to a corridor that Harry was sure he had never been down
    before. The man opened a large, ornate door and walked inside, beckoning the class to
    trail in behind him.

    Harry turned away, trying to make himself seem even smaller than he was as he
    spotted the greasy, dark hair, and black-robed figure of the schools' Potions Master.
    It was for nought as Snape spotted Harry in the crowd.

    "I would be wary of... some students, Lupin. Not all of them have the same
    appreciation or skill in magic as others."

    Lupin gave a half-smile, though his eyes were hard as he spoke to his colleague.
    "I'm sure that you may very well be wrong there, Professor. In fact, I'm sure that
    all my students have as equal an opportunity to succeed as every other."

    Snape scoffed as Lupin gave a not so subtle glance at Harry, a frown developing as
    he took in his slightly dejected look.

    "Now, if you don't mind, Severus, I do have a class to teach."

    With a scoff and a glare, Snape left the room, nearly bowling Harry over as it
    seemed as though the man had deliberately taken an odd route to escape.

    "Now," Lupin clapped his hands, moving to stand by a shaking cupboard, "This year,
    I intend to teach your year about some of the more common dark and unfriendly
    creatures you may end up coming across. I will also be holding a minor seminar with
    Professor Flitwick and Madam Pomfrey on Dementors relatively soon, considering their
    involvement this year. But today, we will be practicing on... a Boggart."

    Lupin's scars may have had others turning away in disgust, or showering him with
    pity, but Harry knew. Harry understood what the scars represented, and instead of
    sympathy, he exhaled empathy. With every word spoken, Harry realised that he
    understood him more and more.

    He was soft-spoken, calm, and almost exuded a nurturing aura that permeated their
    very beings.

    "Riddikulus."

    "Good, everybody well done. Now, shall we put this into practice? Boggarts like
    dark, enclosed spaces, so it should be of some defence for you to at least know what
    you may go up against if you are cleaning out your attic." There were some laughs at
    that. "Now, shall we crack on?"

    They lined up, a sense of nervousness mixing with excitement as everybody wondered
    what their deepest fears were and that they could actively fight against it.

    Harry felt bad for Neville when he went up against the shapeshifter. The boy was
    trembling furiously as he stepped forward, words of encouragement from everyone there
    drowned out by his inherent fear. Harry tried to show his support alongside Fay when
    he turned to look at them pleadingly.

    The Boggart saw him and transformed.

    It was a mass of string and shadow, unleashing a terrifying presence, but what
    chilled Harry to the bone was the insane cackling coming from deep within. Harry saw
    Neville freeze, followed by Lupin hurrying to his side.

    "R-riddikulus!"

    The thing turned into a large, over-excited Niffler, bounding about the open space
    of the room to the visible relief of his friend. Harry placed a gentle hand on his
    arm, smiling lightly and proudly at his friend.

    'What will mine be?'

    Fay went, head held high as the Boggart transformed once more, becoming an
    emaciated, corpse-like woman with a rotted white dress, which emitted a terrible
    odour alongside a disheartening presence of rage. Fay turned as white as a sheet when
    she spotted the oversized ring on the floor, but stood her ground well, her wand
    shooting up and pointing directly at the ghastly spectre.

    An incantation and a crack, and the thing transformed into a beautiful
    black-haired woman dancing funnily about.

    Harry's arms came around his friend as they shared a brief embrace – her grip was
    tight and he swore he could feel her shuddering stop as she let herself go in his
    arms. He passed her along to an awkwardly shuffling Neville when it was his turn to
    step forward into the abyss.

    The Boggart, now a pile of floating, brightly coloured robes, froze in place and
    the room grew still.

    A stone. It was a smoothly shaped stone that sat before him. It was unmarked and
    shone with a hue of grey and blue that resonated in the sunlight and residual magic
    in the room.

    There were looks of confusion as the class stared at what was transpiring. Many
    had thought that the Dark Lord would arise in the creature, or, more likely, a
    Basilisk of some description. This... was odd for them to see.

    "Riddikulus."

    His hand did not shake. Nor did he stutter. It appeared as if it did not affect
    him one bit. But a pensive Lupin could sense it within him, and Neville and Fay knew
    him too well.

    Harry walked out of the room and did not return. It was not until later that
    evening when Katie found him in the owlery, blankly caressing Hedwig, that he anyone
    had seen him.

    She said not a word, moved up behind him, hugging him tight as he finally managed
    to relax and release the metaphorical breath he was holding.

    "Don't ever leave me, Katie. Please. Don't leave me."

    Katie placed a gentle, loving kiss onto his head, drowning her face within his
    untamed locks. "Never," she whispered, matching his tone. "Never."
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    "You have got to be joking!"

    "Nope, not one bit." She wanted to both kiss him and punch him at the same
    time.

    "But why me?"

    There was a stupid looking grin was too adorable on his face. "Because I believe
    in you. Because I saw your face when you were flying on that broom. Because," his
    already soft voice quietening even more as he spoke the last of his piece, "You have
    told me how much you want this."

    Harry had snuck up on her, quiet as a mouse, as she made her way downstairs to
    sneak off to the equipment cupboard by the Quidditch Stadium. Usually, this would
    receive a large punishment for doing such a thing, but she felt a bit vindictive
    after what had happened to her the previous year, and petulantly believed that she
    was owed at least something. This slight rebellion against the school system was her
    way of dealing with it.

    "This isn't the first time, is it?"

    That was his opening salvo as he sat on the small armchair that faced the stairs
    to the girl's dorms, his Nimbus 2000 laid across his lap.

    Katie Bell was sat on the armrest of the chair, her arm draped over
    (Her)Harry's shoulders, her cheek pressed down onto his hair while her other
    hand lay upon his scarred arm. She twitched imperceptibly at the gall of the girl as
    she could see the look of relaxation that Harry had at her ministrations.

    Ginny did not look at her, and instead sent her reply to Harry (her saviour!). "I
    do this at home too. The number of times I would nick Charlie's broom and practice
    was probably too many times."

    "We've seen you the past few mornings. You going to try out for the team?"

    Ginny's teeth were set, but she decided to play nice for once to the other girl.
    "Yes. Is that a problem?"

    "I think the only problem is the lack of a suitable broom," Harry interjected
    softly. His eyes were closed as he was obviously enjoying the affection of the
    girl.

    Ginny had been told, even by her brothers, that their relationship was a
    complicated one, but not romantic in any way. For her, who was now a hundred percent
    smitten with the boy who saved her life, she could spot the tells of how the two
    teens were feeling towards each other. It annoyed and angered her. 'If I could show
    Harry how well I play Seeker... Would he notice me then? Would it be a good start at
    least?'

    Harry leaned forward, both hands grasping on to the broom. "The National Team have
    bought every starting player a brand new broom: a Firebolt. We get to keep them, so
    that meant that I have two brooms. Originally, I offered it to Katie, but she turned
    it straight down."

    "It wouldn't work for Chasers who have different broom speeds," Katie interrupted.
    "Angie and Alicia both have Comet 260's, and if I introduce a much faster broom, the
    cohesion of us three will drop. Such a fast broom wouldn't be great for Wood either –
    he'd need to change the whole team's work style just for the use of a single
    broom."

    "So, I've decided to loan you my Nimbus." Harry scratched the back of his neck,
    mindful of his friend behind him. "I feel kinda bad that I left us with no Seeker for
    the year."

    "Harry, I can't take this..."

    "You can, and you will. If it makes you feel uncomfortable, just give it me back
    after the last match of the year." She noticed how beautiful his emerald eyes were,
    and not for the first time. They shone intensely, with a form of confidence that she
    could not remember seeing the year before. There was something there now. Something
    that she just could not put her finger on...

    "I might not even make the team," she said in a last-ditch effort to get him to
    reconsider.

    "Ridiculous, you'll make it. Trust me."

    He was right. She made the team. And the Nimbus flew perfectly in her hands.
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    before I got it the way I wanted (to set it up for the following chapters etc.). This
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    Harry was sat by the Lake, the trees of the Forbidden Forest lined up behind him,
    his face red from sweat and voice hoarse from his shouting.

    The Gryffindor versus Slytherin game had been a bit earlier this year; the excuse
    given was that both sides were returning players, but Wood had been moaning to anyone
    that listened that it was a ploy to throw Ginny off-kilter. Everyone knew that Harry
    couldn't play for the school team this year, and everyone knew that the House of
    Cunning was trying to take advantage. Harry had gone, for days now, seeing a smirking
    Malfoy and a sneering Snape as they revelled in Gryffindor's apprehension for their
    first game.

    He had been next to Neville and Fay in the stands, with all three of them decked
    out in supporting red and gold, stripes of the same colours upon each cheek, and
    flags aplenty designed and created by their housemate, Dean Thomas.

    The game had got off to a rocky start, but by the end, Harry was enjoying the
    thrills and joys of watching a Quidditch match. He had giggled profusely when Katie
    had drifted over to him during a time-out called by the Slytherin side, and
    remembered the lingering feeling of emptiness when she had to fly back into position
    to continue the game.

    It had lasted 3 and a half hours, but Ginny eventually caught the Snitch, ending
    the match at 430-290 – a hell of a great game for her first one.

    Now, as the team celebrated, Harry decided he wanted to be alone. There had been
    an odd feeling in his chest as he saw his friends cheer and rejoice without him
    involved. It was a pain he could not quite understand as his heart felt like it was
    burning in a dull heat. His eyes had started to well up, and that was when he knew he
    had to leave, so he meandered through the Hogwarts grounds to this place and had now
    found himself staring out over the calm waters, his back against bark and legs up to
    his chest.

    He felt miserable but had no idea why. 'I'm so confused.'

    The sun was still shining, but he knew it was getting late, and should probably be
    getting back. He felt somewhat ashamed of himself for avoiding the Circle. But
    another, more selfish part of him, demanded to know why they hadn't come looking for
    him in return.

    He had finally made his mind up to head back, to grovel before his friends if he
    had to, when he heard the sound of a quiet whine. He was still sat down as the large,
    black, shaggy dog made its way out of the treeline and over to where he was.

    The dog bowed its head in a form of submission as it approached, its tongue
    lolling out sideways as it seemed to grin widely at him. Harry had seen many things
    at Hogwarts, but this was still counted as strange in his eyes.

    "Hello doggy," he smiled sadly. "What are you doing out here?"

    He got a sharp woof in return as its head nudged into his arm, its wet nose
    rubbing along his scarred arm.

    "Aren't you a good boy?" Harry cooed lowly. He always liked dogs, and would always
    be the one to gravitate towards Fang during his weekly visits to Hagrid's for tea.
    His left hand reached up behind the ears of the animal and started to scratch. Harry
    couldn't contain his giggles as the dog's hind leg began an imitation of a sprint in
    mid-air while it collapsed onto his lap.

    Harry was so enraptured by the introduction of this affectionate being, that he
    did not realise that the sky was darkening slightly, and the torches of Hogwarts had
    lit themselves up, as time had flown speedily by.

    It was but a few hours after he met with the dark pooch, that he witnessed the
    team crest over a small hill that led to his position. The looks of deep concern
    marred their faces as they searched over for him, ceased by the frenzied pointing by
    one of the skirt-clad figures.

    "Harry!" Katie cried, "We've been searching all over for you."

    Fay shook her head, as both she and Neville had tagged along with the group. "I
    told you he'd be fine. Look, he's even made a friend."

    "That's a big lookin' dog there, Harrikins," Fred said warily.

    Harry looked down to his lap where the dog was giving him a stereotypical
    puppy-dog stare, a whine following the speech of the humans that he did not know.

    "I'm sorry. I didn't want to intrude, so I came down here to get away. This one
    found me and hasn't left me alone." Though the red face and dark look began at the
    start of his words, they could easily see the calm that the dog brought to their
    small friend.

    "Don't be silly, Harry," Oliver piped up. "You may not be playing at the moment,
    but you're still part of the team. Can't have our star Seeker not turn up to the
    victory party."

    Harry gazed at them all behind watery eyes, wiped away by a now crouched Katie, as
    her blue bored deep into his green. "Oliver's right, Harry, surprising as that is." A
    snort came from behind and a small giggle from Harry. She sat to his right and leaned
    over him to tenderly stroke the dog's head, with her shoulder warmly pressed into
    Harry.

    The dog looked directly at the girl – one could almost see it narrowing its eyes
    as it took her all in. Teeth were bared and a small growl escaped its throat but
    stopped as quick as it was produced.

    "I think he likes me too," she cheered happily.

    The group sat in a circle, and all insecurities and worries that plagued Harry's
    mind ebbed away slowly until they were but a speck in the distance. A fragmented
    memory that he would no longer focus on. Inconsequential to his life as the
    ridiculous notion of he becoming unwanted flowed downstream until barely visible.

    He knew that he had his issues, but he could not help, as his stomach became tied
    and his heart hot, but to feel dark and alone. He would never speak of it willingly,
    but sometimes when he closed his eyes, he could hear the screams of Quirrell, see the
    dust in the cupboard, and feel the pain as the Basilisk's jaw clamped down hard.

    As the Butterbeer was shared about, and laughter filled the Lumos-lit trees, Harry
    shoved the thoughts away into the deep corners of his mind. He gripped this feeling
    like a vice, closing tightly on this shining light that reverberated in the here and
    now. Yet he mused on what he knew; this was an unhealthy way of being, and yet the
    words to scream for help would stick in his throat. He could never ask, and never beg
    – the minor breakdown he had in Katie's arms was a moment of weakness after an
    emotionally traumatic experience as his deepest, darkest secret was made real.

    So he would flit from day to day, ever watchful of the next thing to knock him
    down, subconsciously knowing that someone would come to pick him up as he crouched
    low in the dirt and muck. He had to hold on to this feeling of warmth and comfort
    that enveloped him at this moment.

    He could see the smiles and concerned faces around him and knew that he would be
    okay. It would just take some time before the evil in his mind would drain away. As
    the darkness thickened, and a worried McGonagall tracked them down, Harry embraced
    the light as it forced the shadows to shy away from them all.
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    "This is sooooooo boring," Fay moaned, slamming her head into her folded arms. Her
    quill, parchment pages, and textbooks sliding away from her due to the force he
    created. When neither of her friends responded other than a quick glance in her
    direction, she huffed in annoyance at their lack of speech. "C'mon, Harry, even you
    have to get bored of Transfiguration now and then. I don't know what she means! The
    technique influencing the blah, blah, blah."

    "It really isn't that hard, Fay," Harry said gently. "Sure, the intricacies may be
    difficult to fully comprehend, but when you understand the basics, it falls into
    place quite easily."

    She let out a small snort at his words. "Says the magical prodigy."

    "I'm not..."

    "Oh please, Harry, we all know that you're a complete teacher's pet," she growled
    good-naturedly. "Well... except for one or two. And don't think I haven't heard about
    you and the Arithmancy Professor. A few weeks in and from what I've heard, you have
    her wrapped round your fingers."

    "I just really like the subject," Neville sniggered at the shade of deep red
    Harry's face was becoming. "And she knew my mum in school. She's been telling me all
    about her when they were friends."

    "Lily Evans was... a unique soul, Harry. Everyone loved her, and she
    brightened the lives of everyone she touched. There was a light to her that I see
    reflected in you. You may look the spitting image of James, but inside all I can see
    is her.

    "It was thanks to her that I took a vested interest in Arithmancy, you know? I
    was struggling to decide what my electives would be, and it was her who sat with me
    and chose. Hah! It was probably the only class I ever beat her in. A master at
    esoteric magics brought about by her constant research in the field, but I was much
    better if I do say so myself.

    "Of course, Snape was always better at Potions and Defence, and James was
    probably only weaker in Transfiguration to Dumbledore and Minerva, not to mention his
    incredible proficiency with magical creatures. But Lily... she was always the best of
    us."

    "It's nice that you can have that," Neville smiled faintly. "I'm jealous
    sometimes."

    "I think you're amazing, Nev," Harry responded, his eyes shining, though
    internally he felt confused at the despondent look he was showing. "You just need
    some more confidence." 'Pot calling kettle black if I ever heard.'

    "Yeah, Nev, it would definitely help if you got a wand that was actually your own
    as well."

    "But Gran would never do that. It's my dad's wand and she... Well, I think she
    wants me to become an Auror like him. But if I can't be as good as them..."

    "I think you're brilliant, Nev," Harry muttered to the quiet of the Library. "I
    think you'll be as good as you choose to be. You've just hit a few bumps in the
    road."

    Fay hummed thoughtfully. "So what do you think you want to do when you finish
    school, Nev? Would becoming an Auror be on the table?"

    "What's an Auror?" Harry asked.

    "It's like a muggle policeman," Fay replied.

    "I haven't really thought about it, to be honest," Neville said, his quill up to
    his lips, absently dripping ink down his chin and onto his buttoned white school
    shirt.

    "Well, you're brilliant at Herbology, so maybe something to do with that?"

    "I dunno, Fay, I don't think Gran would be very happy."

    Harry's brows furrowed concernedly, "Neville, it should be based on what you want,
    nothing else."

    "Maybe... an apothecary? Or creating my own greenhouse?" Harry and Fay exchanged a
    sly grin to each other, both had previously concluded that they felt that Neville
    needed to become his own person. "The family manor has a load of space, and we have
    some greenhouses already... yeah, maybe I could do that. We have money too. Maybe I
    could open up a shop in Hogsmeade, closer to the school to make it easier."

    "See Nev, you really can be brilliant."

    "What about you then, Fay? What do you want to do?"

    "In a perfect world? Beater for the Harpies," her grin was infectious. "But more
    realistically? Mum's family supplies a whole load of food – magically grown of course
    – so we get a load of money from the muggle and magical side. Dad works for the
    Ministry. Department of Magical Games and Sports, so maybe in that? He's actually
    part of the team to put up the England Stadium for next year."

    "So you know what you want to do then?" Harry asked, worrying his lower lip as the
    fact that he had to eventually establish a future for himself slowly dawned on him.
    "What would I do?"

    "Pfft," Fay laughed. "So you won't stay professional in Quidditch?"

    "Maybe? I like doing it, but I'm not sure I could do it for a career."

    "What about Transfiguration? Or a spell researcher? Something at the
    Ministry?"

    "I wonder..."

    Fay leaned in, her face coming closer to his as her breathing quickened
    unintentionally. "Wonder..."

    "Professor Dumbledore has a phoenix. Apparently, it's really rare to even see one
    let alone have one as a familiar. Makes me wonder what else is out there that we
    don't ever get to see."

    Neville looked thoughtful as he pondered Harry's words. "You sound like that
    Lovegood girl. The one that Hermione's become friends with now that she's ditched
    Ron."

    "Well, maybe she has some merit to her beliefs," Harry said while looking into a
    borrowed Transfiguration textbook he had been completely invested in. "I had no idea
    that Dragons and Unicorns were real until a couple of years ago, and now they are, so
    why does that mean her creatures aren't the same?"

    Fay shrugged her shoulders, "Well, we've still got some time until we fully
    decide. Until then, anything could change."

    Harry nodded his assent, "That doesn't mean that you can slack off on your
    homework for McGonagall though, Fay."

    "Harrrrrryyy!"

    Katie Bell walked passed the bookshelves with a smile on her face as she saw
    Harry's improved mood compared to the week before. 'You do worry me, Harry Potter,
    but know this. I will always be here for you... no matter what.'
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    Remus Lupin did not know exactly what to make of young Harry Potter, yet knew in
    his heart what he wanted from him.

    When he first laid eyes upon his frail, overly pale, tiny form, he could only
    wince at the sense of misery and torment he must have endured. Not to mention the
    untold agony he went through as the Dementor attempted to draw out his soul.
    'And Snape... what was that man thinking?'

    He had worked it out with the Headmaster – when he had everything set up, he would
    try to teach Harry a complex piece of magic.

    "The Patronus Charm, Harry, is a nifty spell that can be used to fend off two of
    the darkest, foulest creatures in the world: Lethifolds and Dementors. Now, the Charm
    itself requires two distinct things that allow it to be performed. The first is
    power, the second is intent, which in this case, is the formation of a 'happy
    memory'.

    Usually, I would simply tell you the incantation and send you to it, but that is
    not exactly the final procedure to create the Charm. There is a third and secret
    application that must be undertaken that is the true difficulty behind the
    spell."

    "Secret application?" Harry asked with some intrigue.

    'Professor Dumbledore was right, discussion on magic is a good start.'

    "Harry is... complex. If you wish for him to accept you in his life, then I
    would say that it is a good starting point to begin with something that is near to
    his own heart. His friends' methods are built on by time and trust and care, so I
    would say to start with either magic or his parents. Yet... he holds a form of
    resentment towards them that he has locked deep within."

    "Resentment? Why would he resent them?"

    "You must understand, Remus, that like any child abandoned by their family, he
    craves the knowledge that he was loved, even if there is no evidence of it."

    "They died for him! They sacrificed everything so that he could have a life,
    even if they could not! That is not abandonment."

    "He speaks with Filius and Minerva frequently, as well as Rubeus, and now even
    Septima is involved from what I have been told. Each has woven their way into his
    life and there is now established trust between them."

    "What does that have to do with anything, Professor?"

    "The heart is not a rational thing, Remus. It is impulsive and uncontrollable.
    They have all concluded that Harry is bleeding inside. His emotions are running wild
    under lock and key. Suppressed so much so that even he is not aware of his true
    feelings. So much like Lily, and yet so very different... so much like him, it hurts
    to even look at him at times... He craves the knowing that he was loved, and yet the
    death of Lily and James has left a deep scar upon him that has affected his life in
    totality. He is damaged, Remus, and as his heart is irrational, so too is his waking
    mind. He desires the knowledge that they care, but you must worm your way into his
    life. Do not open with your relationship with James. Somehow, Septima has convinced
    him to listen to her and her relationship with Lily..."

    "You mean the 'what could have been'?"

    "Hah, of course, though Harry knows not of the relationship that Septima and
    Lily once shared, and I would trust you keep it to yourself until she is ready to
    divulge it to him."

    "Of course, Professor. But I think I know what to do with Harry. I just need a
    few days to get everything in order."

    "Good luck then, Remus. Good luck to you."

    "In order to perform this spell, you must know it in your soul. It is one
    of the main reasons why even the most skilled and experienced Witches and Wizards can
    fully perform this spell. In fact, if I were to place a guess, I would say that there
    are only about 100-150 people in the world who can perform the Charm to the fullest
    when in the presence of a Dementor. Without one, there are a lot more, but let's work
    our way up to that shall we?"

    The sessions were slow going, and by the end of October, Harry had only managed to
    unleash the smallest of fine mist.

    "Do not be disheartened, Harry. Such a feat, especially for you, at such a young
    age is near unheard of."

    Harry kept quiet, only simply nodding his head once to show he heard.

    Remus sighed as he ran his hand through his hair. 'I'm too tired of all this.'

    "Harry, do not worry. I promised that I would teach you to defend yourself against
    those abominations of nature, and I meant it." He could see the lights flicker in
    Harry's eyes. "We shall leave it for tonight. I don't want to overwhelm you for
    Tuesday. I will miss you in my lesson, but maybe I'll treat the class and have the
    wireless on. A pity that I could not be there. Nor James. Your father would be so
    proud of you."

    "You knew my dad?"

    Bingo.

    "Of course. He was my closest friend when I was once a student here. Things
    happened afterwards, but we always remained as thick as thieves."

    "What... what was he like?"

    Remus smiled sadly as he noticed Harry's glasses mist up. "Maybe another time,
    Harry. It is getting quite late, and maybe such heavy discussion could be left until
    after your match." He paused as Harry friendlily said his goodnights. "Out of
    curiosity, what exactly were you using for your memory?"

    "Um, I, actually, wasn't?"

    Remus went still. "What do you mean?"

    "I couldn't think of one. I know I have them, but every time I tried to imagine
    it, it just wouldn't come to me."

    Remus stood in place as Harry turned and walked out the room, still in shock at
    the revelation he had just been told.

    "Harry Potter," he whispered to the empty classroom. 'He managed to produce even
    that small mist with no powerful, positive emotion?' "Ha! Harry Potter! You have no
    idea how truly exceptional you really are!"

    He walked back to his quarters with a tune on his lips and a skip in his step.
    Harry Potter was an amazing wizard, and he was determined to bring out the best in
    him.

    'Harry, you might just be the saviour everyone says you to be.'
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    Harry performed exactly as he should. He didn't showboat as many National players
    did, neither did he exude the arrogance or obnoxiousness that many experienced and
    longstanding Seekers may have done.

    He entered the pitch with the full knowledge that he would play the game how he
    always would do, and as such, played to win.

    The rest of the England team lapped the stadium to the cheers of not only the few
    English supporters that had made it out, but also to the many Austrian fans who
    filled the stands.

    The Austrian Quidditch team arrived with smiles on their faces and joy in their
    aura's. They happily shook hands with the nervous English side, honing in on their
    counterparts. For Harry this was a slight, pretty, blonde-haired woman who had a
    wicked scar moving horizontally from ear to ear.

    "I may not zpeek much ov your tongue, but know it is good game?"

    Harry smiled back at the older woman, who seemed to be of an age with Professor
    Vector, and raised his hand to meet her own in a friendly handshake. "Of course.
    Let's have a good match."

    Though the other Seeker gave as good as she possibly could, given the
    circumstances, there was no possible way she could outfly someone as naturally
    skilled as Harry was. He dodged and weaved, leading her on a chase through the maze
    of players of both teams. Bludgers and Quaffles blasted all around the two of them,
    yet the smiles never left either of their faces.

    It was a fast-paced match where both Seekers' Firebolts were put to the pace as
    the race to catch the Snitch existed from the get-go. At the 25 minute mark, Harry
    was dripping with sweat, red-faced, and more tired than any match had ever made him.
    But in his hand was the evidence of their victory. Nike herself must be his eternal
    supporter as his red and white garbed teammates swarmed him in raucous
    excitement.

    "And that ends the 1993 group stage match between England and Austria – England
    wins! 280-130!"

    He could just imagine the cheers that his friends, schoolmates, and teachers would
    have for him. Would he have made them proud for winning? Would he have made his
    mother? His father? Would they be proud of him?

    "A good game indeed." The woman smiled at him, appearing as tired as he was. She
    quirked an eyebrow at him, and a look of contemplation developed upon her face. "You
    are strange one, 'Arry Potter. But good game. Good luck in future match."

    Like that she had disappeared. Vanished from sight as Professor Flitwick squeaked
    at him in delight.

    "Good show, Harry, good show indeed. Such a performance. 'Tis a pity that Minerva
    was not able to make it, but you know how it is."

    "Thank you, Professor."

    The rapturous applause that met him when he walked into the Gryffindor Common Room
    later that evening, after a wondrous dinner in Flitwick's quarters alongside Vector
    and McGonagall, was enough to almost bring happy tears to his eyes.

    The one person who made their way directly to him with intent not to simply
    congratulate and pat him on the back, was the one person he wanted near him.

    Katie embraced him tightly, fingernail marks adorning her cheeks drawing attention
    to her out of place, wild-looking locks.

    "Well done, Harry. I'm so proud of you."

    The thoughts of his insignificance, true or not, disappeared wholly as he returned
    the hug with all his might. 'Is this a happy memory? It must be.' His heart burned,
    but not of a heat that diminished.

    Instead, he could only feel as though anything was possible.
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    Harry woke with vast excitement reverberating within him, as his bleary eyes
    transcended into the world of the wakeful and he took notice of the darkened,
    rain-filled skies dully shining into the windows beside his four-poster bed. Today
    was the day that he would be able to make his way into the fabled village of
    Hogsmeade, and it had been a long three-year wait he had to endure before this moment
    could arise.

    'Once again I wonder at the magical world,' Harry thought to himself as he dressed
    himself, performing subtle freshening charms on himself in replacement for his
    morning rituals - though no spell was going to be placed upon him to replace the act
    of relieving his bladder.

    The permission slip had haunted his thoughts since his arrival at Hogwarts the
    month previous. There were promises of 'good behaviour' and such to his Aunt and
    Uncle, but after the fiasco underwent at Privet Drive this summer, there was no way
    he could have had it signed by a 'responsible guardian'. Then it had hit him like a
    falling brick as he recalled the seeming ineptitude of Witches and Wizards alike at
    what seemed like commons sensibilities.

    He just wrote 'Vernon Dursley' on the slip in almost illegible writing to mimic
    his signature. It was a daring act (to him) that had him awake breathless for a
    single night. Professor McGonagall took one look at the forged signature, gave a
    tense half-smile, and added his name to the approved list. With that, this weekend
    was to be one he would highly enjoy.

    His plan was already set in motion: he began by simply enjoying his morning with
    the yawning Neville and Fay, and a smiling, very much awake, Katie. He happily
    munched on some toast, idle chatter filling their little world at the Gryffindor
    table, the familiar warmth of Katie leaning comfortably into his side.

    "Harry, you need to stop bouncing. I can't keep my spoon straight," Katie's
    bell-like laughter arose a blush in Harry, while a hesitant smile crept upon his
    face.

    "I can't help it," his body, shaking without his knowledge, became reduced to just
    his left leg bouncing. "I just can't wait!"

    He remained quiet, while his friends visibly showed their joy at his innocent
    enjoyment at the coming day.

    When the group amassed as one and finished their breakfasts, it was George who
    spoke up. "So then, shall we go guys? It's about that time now."

    No sooner had the words been uttered, Harry shot up to his feet, deftly moving
    around the coming and going students filling the hall, ignoring the snickers behind
    him all the way.

    "Harry!" Katie giggled from his side, "You need to slow down. I'm not sure my feet
    can take it!"

    Harry only then noticed that as he had stood, Katie had clamped her hand in his
    own, and in his rush to leave, he had not noticed his stowaway passenger. He
    bashfully ruffled his unruly hair, absently rubbing on the rim of his glasses as his
    thoughts were collected. "Erm, oops?"

    "Oops indeed," Katie responded with a barely restrained grin. Something that as he
    looked at, stirred an uncomfortable feeling deep in his belly.

    "Shall... shall we get going?"

    Katie hummed, her red (red?) lips curving into a smile as her eyes crinkled. 'Have
    her eyes always seemed that dark? Her face, was it always like that?' There was
    something different about his friend that Harry could not place his finger on. She
    pulled him quickly on towards Argus Filch, who stood by the moving pendulum of the
    clock tower, clipboard in hand. He waved them on through with a grim sneer and
    sinister eyes, and Harry's eyes trained themselves on the beautiful picture beside
    him. 'Why can't I get it? There's something different about her today... even her
    clothes seem changed. New?' He focused on her hair; the long locks loose and swaying
    slightly in the breeze. The colour, so much like his own, was a beacon in the
    surrounding green as the wildness near reflected the Potter hair that he himself
    suffered with. 'Doesn't she usually keep it tame?'

    They separated as a group when the carriages had taken them to the entrance of the
    village. The cold bit at his fingertips with some vengeance, whilst a small sense of
    warmth enveloped him, and the others, if the content sighs coming from them,
    indicated anything.

    Angelina put her wand back into her pocket, the leather jacket seemed more her
    than Harry had actually thought before.

    "Couldn't have you lot suffer with the cold just because you forgot that you were
    magic."

    Two arms came around either shoulder, as the redheaded twins launched their spiel
    of comedic verbosity.

    "Such grace!"

    "Such skill!"

    "Truly, Gred, her power over the minor elements dwarfs our own."

    "Of course! Why, Forge, I do believe that Angie here could very well be the one to
    be asked to light the candles from now on."

    "Hmm, hmm, hmm! Yes! Of course, a thousand times I agree with you dear brother.
    Yet it must be us that- "

    Two elbows met two guts, followed by a duo of wheezing. This, however, did not
    silence the prankster twins.

    Katie shook her head in mirror with Alicia, who waved her farewell at the now
    quartet as they walked away to follow their own plan. "Now, Harry, Neville... Fay,"
    Harry frowned imperceptibly at the pause and inflection at Katie's way of speaking to
    Fay. "I'm off with Leanne and Keira for the day, but I'll meet you in the Three
    Broomsticks later. Now, enjoy! See the sights for yourselves."

    "Where to first?" Fay asked as Harry waved at Katie as she jogged away through the
    throng of people who now had begun to fill the streets. "I kinda want the joke shop
    first. Apparently, they're a lot more 'School friendly'. What about you guys?"

    "Honeydukes," Neville piped up, his cheeks rosy and eyes widened with wonder.
    "Meant to be the best Sweet Shop we'll ever see. Shelves filled to the brim with
    anything you could think of. According to Cedric Diggory, there's even bags that you
    can use to mix and match different sweets with."

    "Like a muggle pick'n'mix," Harry said quietly, finger scratching his face as he
    thought about what he was being told.

    "Err, yeah, I guess." Neville and Fay shared a look, which had Harry let out an
    uncharacteristic snort as he was reminded that neither of them had any sort of
    familiarity with the muggle world.

    Fay rolled her eyes, which was responded in turn by Harry mirroring her movements.
    "What about you, Harry? Anywhere specific you want to go? We'll get the places we
    aren't more excited to go to out of the way first, but anything you want to look
    for?"

    "Cedric told me about a card game that's creeping over from the East. Apparently,
    it's a huge hit in Germany and at the Welsh Magic School, Dyffryn y
    Breuddwydion."

    "You mean Gwent?" Neville asked. "Gran started playing it over the summer
    with some of her friends. She says it's a brilliant game. But we'd need our own
    decks... I'm with you on that one, Harry."

    The day proceeded without a hitch. They enjoyed the different coloured inks at
    Scrivenshaft's, stocked up their ingredients at Dogweed's, perused the different
    books at Tomes and Scrolls, and enjoyed the quiet atmosphere at the Shrieking
    Shack.

    "Harry," Fay asked through chattering teeth, "How is this not creeping you
    out?"

    He shrugged is light boredom, his answer enough to calm the other two down. "How
    can I be scared of the 'most haunted building in Britain' if I live in a castle full
    of ghosts?"

    Neville got his wish and enjoyed the local sweet shop, filling his bags as he went
    and paying slightly extra for a container to keep them permanently fresh for as long
    as they remained in there. Harry and Fay enjoyed the local sports shop – it was
    Neville that tugged them along, laughing all the while as Harry was bombarded with
    requests for autographs and Fay was staring red-faced at the selection of posters
    portraying the famous players of the here and now (Harry couldn't be sure, but he
    thought he saw her stare at his for a long while). Though Fay didn't get into the
    joke shop first, as she originally wished to, she still found the time to peruse the
    store, a chilling laugh escaping her lips every couple of minutes as she imagined the
    havoc she could wreak with the items she was intending to purchase. When the time
    came for Harry to acquire his cards, Neville and Fay joined him in getting their own
    in consolidatory unison with their best friend.

    "You guys enjoy today?" Alicia asked them when the trio sat down at a large,
    wooden, circular table inside the Three Broomsticks. "Get everything you wanted? Saw
    the sights?"

    "It was magical," gushed Fay, receiving some light laughter at the unintentional
    pun. "You know what I mean!"
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    Katie twirled a strand of her raven locks idly through her fingers. The
    silky-smooth feel of her hair moving absently was always enough to calm her down no
    matter the circumstance. By her feet lay a stereotypical looking picnic basket, laden
    with snacks and portions of dinner-food that the rest of the castle were sure to be
    enjoying soon afterwards.

    The weather had begun to turn cold outside, and though she could have performed a
    minor heating charm upon her and Harry, she much preferred to don the typical
    autumn/winter garb and enjoy it for what it was.

    Her face lit up, a wide smile adorning her face, followed by slightly sparking
    eyes shining in happiness as his sombre features began to reverse into one of
    joy.

    'Oh, Harry, what is it that you do to me?'

    "Harry, I didn't want to think you would stand a lady up, and I'm glad I was
    wrong." 'Daring, Katie.'

    "No, I wouldn't ever do that to you!"

    'He really is too adorable. Hero of the Wizarding World, Saviour of the School,
    and Seeker Extraordinaire. But to me, he's still that lost little boy who wormed his
    way into my heart.'

    Her hand extended without thinking – there was a coldness that evaporated the
    moment their skin connected, and it was almost as if her essence could breathe a sigh
    of relief as they travelled hand-in-hand to their special perch overlooking the inky
    waters of the Black Lake. She had already prepared the dim candles that would
    surround them, as well as the small number of wards necessary to give them some
    privacy. This was not a good day for her Harry, and as such, she would be the one to
    calm and comfort him in his sorrowful mourning.

    The bite of the wind was low, but still a bit jarring. She was grateful of the
    mind to put thick tights on underneath her billowy, emerald skirt that Harry had
    complemented her on oh so long before. She eyed him subtly, noticing how handsome he
    was becoming as he aged – the baggy clothes he once wore had been replaced by more
    form-fitting casual wear. Dark blue jeans and a loose, button-up, dark-purple shirt
    seemed to match her clothing and once again she wondered if others saw them as
    siblings or something greater.

    She loved him. That much she knew. 'How much can you know of how much you have
    become my world? That I look at you and see more than Harry Potter. I see my friend.
    I see a connection to my soul that no one has ever brought out before. Who are you
    really that you could inspire such feelings in me?'

    They spoke softly to each other, their fingers latched together as each groove and
    line was sweetly caressed by the other without any thought.

    The night passed smoothly as they leaned into each other's embraces. The sunset
    was naught but a thing of beauty to them, while Harry's head lay atop Katie's breasts
    – her arms around his slightly shaking form while her hands stroked his face
    lovingly. Each silent teardrop wiped away with affirmations of her affection to
    him.

    'To be so lonely… Harry, no matter what, I will always be beside you. Always.'

    They sat there together until the moon, so full in the sky, became raised high
    above their heads. Both their eyes drooped as tiredness settled in their minds. The
    twisting of the roots of sleep multiplying until the duo's heads settled atop each
    other's in a comfortable rest.

    Katie smiled at the knowledge that in this moment, Harry was hers. No fans, no
    teachers, and no others. For in this time and place, her Harry was just that –
    hers.

    "C'mon, Harry, it's getting late." She stifled a short giggle at the groan he let
    out yet bit back a breath as he moved further into her hold. The butterflies were now
    tearing at her gut, yearning for escape. Her mind grew hazy and her eyelids became
    heavy. "No. Harry, you'll catch your death of cold out here. We may be magical, but I
    don't want to see you suffer."

    "Can't we just stay here? Just a bit longer?"

    His eyes peered into her own, and a rattled, gasp of air escaped her as she was
    about to do something that she could never take back –

    "Dog?"

    The startled yelp broke her out of her stupor. 'Idiot,' she seethed internally,
    refusing to show any of her emotion to the boy who had jumped out of her arms. 'What
    were you thinking!?'

    "That's the dog. The one from before. I keep seeing him around. He's friendly
    though and likes to play."

    Katie's gaze followed Harry's as they both witnessed the enormous black dog run
    through the long grass. Her brows became raised as she thought she saw something
    human in its sight, and in its mannerisms. 'I live in a world where the tree
    on the school grounds is alive and likes to smash things.' "Harry, don't you think
    there's something different about that dog?"

    "You mean about how smart it seems?"

    Katie felt a fleeting moment of surprise before burrowing it beneath her. 'He's
    considered the smartest in his year. Of course, it's more than just in magic.'

    "Harry, he's coming this way."

    Harry knelt down, still atop the rock, as the dog bounded towards him, tongue to
    the side and an almost humanlike grin baring menacing looking fangs. Katie crawled
    over to Harry's side, her arm snaking across his middle as her opposing hand ruffled
    the surprisingly soft fur. She smiled wide and bright when she felt the hesitant arm
    reach around her waist, with as gently tug pulling her into the familiar warmth that
    had lately been keeping her up at night thinking about it.

    The dog watched her, a calculating stare sending her still as she felt Harry
    continue with his affection to the animal beside her. A small line of sweat dripped
    down her cheek as a pressure built in the air, before leaving as quickly as it came,
    forcing an exhale that was sorely needed.

    'What was that?' she looked sharply at Harry. 'We need to leave. This dog is
    dangerous. We need to leave now!'

    She refused to hurt Harry but began moving him away from their special place and
    back towards the castle. "I'm sorry, Harry, but we're going to be in so much trouble
    if we aren't back in time for curfew." 'You swore you wouldn't ever lie to him.'
    "Please, I really am sorry, but I don't want you to get into trouble."

    Harry didn't say a word for a few moments but nodded with a thankful look behind a
    loving smile. Katie smiled in return but remained in front, too late remembering the
    things they left behind. 'Leave them. Nothing important or irreplaceable.' She stared
    forward, her heart and eyes burning as she refused to look back at the dog that she
    knew would be staring back.

    'Liar.'

    They were accosted by the professors the moment they entered the main castle
    doors. Though Flitwick and McGonagall had fussed most profusely, it was the fondness
    shown the Vector that had her gut roiling.

    'Keep calm, Katie, keep calm. She's a professor. What exactly is she going to do
    to him?'

    "I'm fine, really. Please, you don't need to keep fussing. I was with Katie the
    whole time."

    "What's wrong, Professors?" she asked politely. They looked to her as one, and
    there was a feeling of foreboding as the hairs at the back of her neck stood on
    end.

    "Sirius Black attacked the Gryffindor Portrait. All students of the House shall
    remain within the Great Hall tonight, with all lessons tomorrow being cancelled."

    Katie was unsure if she heard correctly, but while speaking, it was as if Minerva
    McGonagall – affectionately referred to by her Lions (in secret of course) as the
    'The Iron Claw' – had her voice crack midway through her words.

    'Black…'

    "Why would he attack the Portrait," Harry said with some curiosity in his voice.
    Katie couldn't be surprised anymore at the lack of true concern involving his safety.
    "In fact, why would he be here at all? It doesn't make much sense."

    'The dog.' It struck Katie like lightning. 'Could he be… But he's had so many
    chances. If it is him, then why does he seem protective. Could there be something I'm
    missing? Is there something more? It's too much of a coincidence otherwise.'

    She was unaware that in her internal musing that her grip was tightening on Harry,
    until she heard a sharp hiss from him. Yet by this point, her innermost thoughts were
    moving frantically; so much was happening at once and all of it was something that
    she refused to accept.

    The two were ushered into the Great Hall, where all heads turned as one. She
    refused to let Harry out of her sight – Fred and George, two who she trusted
    explicitly with Harry's safety, had to drag him into the trophy room at the side of
    the hall to get changed. Alicia and Angelina forcing her into her pyjamas when Harry
    had come out.

    No sooner had she changed, was she sprinting out, ignoring the mass of Lions
    around them, and moving hastily to Harry's side. Never had she felt something like
    this before. There was fear within her, and a sorrow she couldn't comprehend. But
    most of all there was a boiling rage that threatened to escape. Never had she felt
    anger on this level in her life; there had been brief moments of irritation, but her
    ever-kind mind had always brushed it off. Many in her year had accused her of putting
    on an act to fool everyone. That there was no way someone could ever be so inhumanely
    compassionate to others, or so genuinely kind that it seemed almost impossible to
    believe. Yet she was. That was the way she wanted to be. It did not mean she was
    naïve, nor ignorant in her behaviour. She just simply wanted to exist in a peaceful
    world where everyone could be nice to one another. Thusly, the lack of historic
    anger.

    She held Harry close to her, his head flush against her chest. She knew that her
    heart was pumping faster than she had ever felt it before but did not care. She did
    not care what others thought or talked about. All she knew was that Sirius Black may
    be closer than the others believe, and possibly – if her theory was correct – not
    actually out for Harry's blood.

    'But if someone who's considered as deranged as him isn't trying to kill Harry.
    Does that mean that there is someone worse in the Tower? Or is there something far
    deeper in the works?'

    Unbiddenly, her mind kept retreating to what she almost did. Images conjured of
    what she had almost done, and the consequences of her actions. Yet she knew she did
    the right thing in not perusing this line of thinking, and that her addled mind
    didn't want such an occurrence to happen again, nor for the fantasies that had been
    plaguing her dreams to come real. Not when such an evil act had been performed upon
    their home. She would not enforce those forbidden desires while the events were
    unfolding around them.

    'Liar.'
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    Harry loved the sky. The feel of the wind brushing his skin, and the rush of
    adrenaline as the broomstick understood his command and magic.

    The sun of the Australian desert burned him profusely, but as long as he kept
    moving, he reckoned, he could bring enough of a breeze to cool him down. The fact
    that the team kept being forced into breaks every 10 minutes was a massive bonus too,
    but he liked to think that his way was best.

    He was cooling himself off with a tight turn, absently realising that the
    Australian Seeker slammed himself into the stands as he believed that Harry had
    spotted the Snitch with the speeds and manoeuvres, he was performing.

    'Oops.'

    In reality, his head was not quite in the game, especially considering what had
    happened the week before. 'Well, three things really.'

    He could handle the attack on the Common Room. To him, potential danger was enough
    to trigger some sort of relaxing reflex that caused his anxieties to dip. Baring in
    mind his constant brushes with violence, he really knew he should have seen it
    coming. It still affected him, that was a given, but he knew the almost aloof way he
    was handling it was not normal. 'Maybe I really am damaged. No normal person has the
    same life I do.'

    Then there was that almost-kiss – or at least that was what he thought it was. He
    didn't know what it was that was happening then and there, but by the end of it he
    could feel her warm breath on his lips and his body freeze up at the dipping of her
    head and reddening of her cheeks. He had felt sick, and he had felt terror well up in
    him.

    A flash of gold flew in front of him, and his body automatically turned towards
    it, thrusting the broom forward as the hunt began.

    'But I wanted it too… I think. Maybe.'

    He felt so confused, but he knew at the time that his emotions were all over the
    place, and that Katie was helping him mourn the deaths of the people that he was so
    conflicted about. On one hand they had left him alone in that house, to suffer with
    those people. Yet on the other, they had sacrificed everything for him. 'Damned if
    you do and damned if you don't is what people say.' His head swerved away from an
    incoming Bludger as his course took him low to the ground. 'She's done so much for
    me. I can't jeopardise what we have by thinking that I'm allowed to have such
    feelings.'

    The conflict warring inside of his heart and mind had him denying that such a
    thing could even have almost happened. He would dream of love and happiness
    and joy unbound but knew deep in his soul that he had been cursed more than once that
    Halloween so long ago.

    The Snitch struggled feebly as it tried to escape from his grip. Albus Dumbledore
    and Remus Lupin applauding in the stands were overshadowed by the red-robed British
    Auror's – a sight he recognised from Hogsmeade and Diagon Alley - as well as the
    Australian Security Yowie's and national Auror's that dotted the stadium.

    'So, Katie was right,' he thought, a dark cloud consuming him as it dampened the
    joy he had been feeling when the whistle began their sky dancing. 'There's something
    more to all this, and it involves Sirius Black… and me.'
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    Harry was alone once more this Christmas. Neville and Fay had returned home, as
    had the Weasley's and the Chasers. Gryffindor Tower had all but evacuated in the wake
    of the assault on the Fat Lady months before – the replacement, Sir Cadogan, even
    annoyed Harry's reserved sensibilities, and had him close to boiling point when the
    pontified drawing would frequently lash out with 'witty' abuse towards Neville.

    Everyone had invited him to their homes during the holiday, claiming that their
    families would love to have him with them during the winter festivities. He almost
    accepted Katie's after seeing her depressed face when she told him that as an only
    child, her parents missed her presence during the year, and therefore felt obligated
    to return home. He remembered the feeling of wholeness that encompassed him at The
    Burrow the year before, and contemplated accepting the open invitation, but he too
    turned that down. It was not for the lack of wishing to join them, but his anxieties
    trebled in intensity at his perceived intrusion on what should be a day of familial
    connection. In his mind, he would want to spend such a day with parents if he was
    physically able to do so.

    This led him to Flitwick's homely office at 8 in the morning on Christmas day, hot
    chocolate filling all mugs held by the diminutive man, Harry himself, a casually
    dressed Minerva McGonagall, a rough-looking Remus Lupin, and a bubbly, always
    fashionably dressed, Septima Vector.

    "Mmm, Filius, I swear you make this better than the Elves do," moaned a happily
    drinking Vector.

    "My now, Septima, it's just something that my mother taught me to do when I was
    much younger"

    Harry, who had blushed violently at the inappropriate noise made by the pretty
    professor, sipped at his own mug of the chocolatey brew, enjoying the taste as he
    went. Each one around him had a small pile of wrapped gifts surrounding their person;
    it seemed that it was not just him that sent his teacher's gifts. 'Though I suppose
    each of them have taught loads of people over the years. So, I guess there could be
    hundreds of them who would appreciate them.'

    "Oh, Mr Potter, how did you know I enjoyed this year?" McGonagall asked with some
    surprise, as a thick bottle filled with brown liquid appeared out of the wrapping. "I
    believe Albus must have had something to do with this." He had indeed, and Harry
    wondered if the large number of socks he had sent him would have been appreciated. If
    anything, it would be sure to make him laugh.

    "Well, Harry," Flitwick exclaimed as he withdrew an exquisitely crafted,
    deep-blue, monogramed wand-holster from a silver and gold box. "I must say you have
    truly outdone yourself this year if this is what to go by."

    Harry preened under the compliments, joyful in his recipience of their praise. "I
    just thought of each of you and what I would want in your shoes."

    Lupin seemed shocked as he opened the Bestiary of Magick's Natures by
    Edward Dickinson with light fingers. "Yet you show such empathy and reasons
    beyond that of a third year, Harry. I am touched that you thought to gift me with
    something in general. Though I truly thank you for the book – just a short glance and
    I can see the potential within. Like here! I had no idea of the Freemen's Curse
    affecting the stability around Antlion's nests!"

    "My, my, the Calculations of the Fringe. I had a copy many years ago of
    this essay." She paused as she locked eyes with Harry, holding his gaze with
    heavy-lidded eyes. They opened wider with a smile as her head cocked back with glee.
    "Ah, you remembered our conversation those weeks ago, when I said about your mother
    making me read this for my N.E.W.T's. My, it has been so long." She chuckled, her
    wavy auburn hair bouncing entrancingly around her, her red-painted nails slowly
    stroking the bound parchments in gratitude.

    Harry gleefully pulled out the Emerald Green Weasley Jumper, followed by hordes of
    sweets and miniature odds and ends sent by his friends. After discovering he had a
    latent sweet-tooth post-Hogsmeade, his Circle had deemed him worthy of receiving a
    near lifetime supply this Christmas. Yet it was three gifts that stood out beyond the
    books and chocolates and sugar.

    Katie had gifted him a diary of sorts. The lined parchment within apparently
    charmed to introduce more pages when nearing the end of the book. The cover was a
    dark red with golden swirls patterned up the spine of the book, and a still
    photograph of the Circle graced the cover, finished by a heartfelt note of Katie's
    appreciation and affection to him charmed so that only his eyes could read it lay on
    the first page. His own gift to her, an ever-heated scarf that he charmed himself to
    always remain at a comfortable temperature, seemed ridiculous in comparison.

    Neville's was something that he should have expected but did not anticipate in
    getting. Yes, it was a book, of Herbology of course, yet it was handwritten by the
    boy himself, with simple diagrams and notes to simplify what each plant, fungi, and
    tree did and could do individually. Harry was not ashamed to admit that Herbology was
    a failing of his, but it did not detract from the pride he felt at receiving
    something from someone who was his friend and had been so personal in nature.

    "Professor, I don't know what to say."

    The two girls in the framed photo were playfully giggling and dancing together in
    what could only be Gryffindor Tower. One could only be a much younger Septima Vector,
    a beauty even then wearing the school uniform. The girl spinning in her arms, wide
    smile to the camera and her partner both, could only be one Lily Evans. They both
    looked so full of life and delight at being with one another. His lips turned up
    without notice when he saw the picture-Lily plant a long, soft kiss upon
    picture-Vector's cheek.

    "I have more of the two of us, yet that one has a special place in my heart as I
    can remember that day with such clarity."

    "If it's the day I'm thinking of, then I can understand why," piped up Lupin from
    his seat.

    "Yes, well, I felt that the photo would be better in your hands, Harry. I thought
    you'd appreciate seeing your mother as we all saw her. The fun-loving, sweet, but
    fiery, girl, who I see so much of in you. This is the Lily that I remember fondly.
    One still yet untainted by the world, who was so full of life and dreams that the
    future could only ever be one that was bright with her in it. This is the person that
    I want you to see. Not the Lily Potter who died, but the Lily Evans who lived."

    The salty tears descended for but a second, yet the smile that accompanied them
    was not one of sorrow.
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    This was it. The 1st of January had swung around quicker than lightning, and with
    it came the final qualifier for the Quidditch World Cup. Harry sat atop his broom,
    based above the crowd as he waited for the whistle to blow and start the match. His
    neutral stare towards the bombshell of an Icelandic Seeker appeared to put her off
    slightly; it appeared as if she hoped her natural beauty would be enough to throw a
    potentially hormonal teenager off his game. This woman had never met Harry Potter
    though.

    In the stands, filled to the brim with Icelandic and English supporters, one voice
    could be heard above the rest, with Septima Vector bedecked in supportive England
    official supporters clothing, finished with his name embroidered on the back of the
    Quidditch Jersey she wore. Though he could not make out her words, the fact that she
    was simply supporting him, him, and not 'the boy who lived', or 'the
    youngest player', and so on, was enough for the feeling to enclose around him in
    positivity. He could see Professor Dumbledore, who comically enough was munching on a
    large bowl of what appeared to be popcorn, look gleefully onto the pitch, while
    Professor McGonagall had her head placed facedown into the palm of her hand at her
    colleague's behaviour.

    "You are sure you are not meant to be inside a school, boy?"

    His head snapped back: panic, fear, run, run, run. Then it ended as quickly as it
    had begun. This was the sky, not the earth. The breeze caressed his cheeks, not a
    meaty fist to his jaw.

    "I'm not just a boy." Those were the last words he spoke to her, annoyed now by
    her permanent smile and concerned look. She may have been the nicest person in the
    world, but right then and there, Harry wanted the game to be over.

    It took just under 5 minutes. Luckily it allowed the team to finish second overall
    in the group qualification round, as well as a dressing down from the Manager and the
    Captain, but Harry blocked it all out. The good mood that had been in him since
    Christmas Day had totally evaporated. So much so that he just wanted to return to
    Hogwarts and get back to the dorm. Maybe he'd even try to find the dog that seemed to
    haunt his footsteps.

    "Wow! That was amazing, Harry!"

    He heard the consternate sigh from his Transfiguration Professor, and the amiable
    chuckle from his Headmaster, as Vector bounded over to him emanating the same feeling
    as when either Fay of Katie went in for a hug. Instead he received a ruffled hair and
    a light tap on the shoulder. But it was enough for Harry.

    "I have certainly seen more entertaining matches, but I cannot be more proud of my
    student getting into the final 16," McGonagall let out an uncharacteristic snort as
    he strained to her words after. "Even if that team is England."

    Vector's hand rested upon his shoulder as he felt her lean down slightly to find
    better balance. He could feel her shaking slightly and warred within himself to ask
    her what was wrong, but his innate worry won out, and he decided that he would be
    best speculating. Instead, he subtly leaned into her which, to his surprise, ceased
    the shaking slightly.

    "Well, as wonderful as the Peak District is, mayhaps we should make our way to the
    Floo Point? Oh, and Harry, the book you inquired about? I would personally ask Rubeus
    your questions. I may be knowledgeable on many things, but that man, when it comes to
    magical fauna, is in a league of his own. I wouldn't waste the coin."

    The following Saturday, after the standard celebratory greetings as well as
    subdued awe from his peers had been inflicted upon him, was spent lazing about. It
    was a not too unfamiliar feeling, but with his normal sensibilities in place along
    with the instilled conditioning of his past, it was not something he was wholly
    comfortable with.

    Though he sighed easily with his jealously witnessed position on the red sofa in
    front of the roaring fireplace, his legs rested comfortably in Angelina's lap, with
    his head placed close to Katie's stomach. Her soft hands were almost reverently
    moving sweet caresses through his wild hair, her fingers winding about the thick
    locks – her body would lightly rumble with humour as he purred with contentment.

    All were reading comfortably about them. Katie was holding a small novella in her
    free hand as she continued her ministrations, while Angelina was fervently peering
    into some mystery novel that Harry had a suspicion may have involved something not so
    innocent if the intense gaze and slight pants she was exuding was of any implication.
    His own copy of his well-read version of Fantastic Beasts was open above him
    as he reread the information Scamander had placed in such detail. Fred and George, a
    shock to most who knew them, were delving into books on business of all things,
    communicating in hushed whispers at a table to the right of the fireplace, slight
    smiles on the duo as they were becoming more excitable by the minute.

    Alicia was seated in the cosy armchair beside her best friend, Angelina, her legs
    curled up beneath her as she hummed along to some muted muggle song she was playing
    inside her mind. Harry was sure she was reading something related to the English
    Quidditch Team; she had snickered at something she read on the page, which was
    quickly followed by a sharp, smirk filled gaze in his and Katie's direction. 'Maybe I
    need to take a look at that book at some point.' Ginny was placed on the floor,
    sitting cross-legged in the gap between Angelina and Alicia, her brow furrowed as she
    had her Potions textbook open upon her lap. Harry didn't really blame her, as anyone
    with Snape as their teacher would also be able to reinforce his opinions on the
    subject. 'Although, he hasn't been as bad to me this year – not since the first day
    with the Dementors. Maybe they were right.'

    He glanced over to the second armchair in the semi-circle of furniture, where
    Neville was seated open mouthed at their own Potions textbook for the year. Harry
    pitied Neville in the lack of confidence he possessed; he wondered if he would have
    ever ended up in such a way if things had been different for him, but quickly blasted
    that out of his head. Nowadays he was actively attempting to remove those thoughts
    and feelings of negativity. The pseudo-psychological sessions he participated in with
    the professors, and the comforting acts of positive progression he had with the
    Circle were visibly beneficial to him. If he were to picture his life at this time
    back when he was in that cupboard under the stairs, never in a million years could he
    imagine his life a great as it had become.

    In the background he could hear Oliver Wood waxing lyrical about Harry's
    performance in the final qualifier, and how if Ginny had even a fraction of his
    skill, it would be another year where Gryffindor would win the Cup. His conversation
    partner, Fay, was responding in kind, arms waving about enthusiastically, his notes
    on the Patronus Charm strewed around her forgotten. Harry was proud of her at this
    point, as even without Lupin's guidance involved, she had taken to Harry's
    second-hand information with a fervour he had never seen before. Already her produced
    mist was thicker and more potent than his own. Yet Katie, who had also decided to
    join in, hadn't even managed to produce the residual magic of the spell
    activating.

    As he lay there, his book dropped down slowly to his torso, resting there
    comfortably as he started to wonder exactly what he wanted from his life. He was
    comfortable living in the moment, with this specific moment being one of those
    halcyon days where everything seemed to be so relaxed that there almost seemed no
    point in thinking of the future.

    His mind was calm, his brain not moving at the regular hyper speed he was used to
    as Katie's gentle touches soothed him deeply. His heart yearned for this to be the
    permanent constant. That there would never be a change to this moment in the here and
    now. He found it difficult to admit to himself that he was happy; the events that
    would bombard him were not normal and could traumatise almost anyone in their
    happenings. Yet Harry soldiered on, thankful in a way for his upbringing as the
    consistent horrors he had endured over a long period of time had increased his
    tolerance to ever higher levels – he had his weak moments, but now they were few and
    far between, and in no way as intense as they had been in the past.

    But still he contemplated was to come in life. He had opinions on what he could
    potentially do for a career, but his mind was fleeting, and what he desired one day
    could easily become altered the next. Nothing could be said for how his own personal
    life would be. He wished for this closeness he had with the Circle, the professors,
    and with those outside, such as Tracey, Cedric, Luna, and even the Weasley family
    (barring one specific annoyance) to remain in his life. Never could he now imagine a
    life where Fay wasn't sweet and funny, making him laugh with her just being her. Nor
    could he think of the loyalty that Neville had towards those who took their time to
    get to know him. And Katie… Katie had become a part of him now, a vital, integral
    part of his existence that it scared him sometimes with how dependent he had become
    of her to be in his life. Too many times he would wake up with a gasp on his lips as
    he dreamt of the what ifs when the Basilisk had been unleashed.

    This was his life now, and the calm atmosphere kept them in a limbo that none
    wished to escape from. Things were to pick up in life, as all is bound to, but if he
    could have moments like this, where there was no adventure, no responsibilities, and
    no concerns for the past, present, and future, then maybe, just maybe he
    could enjoy those times to the fullest.

    His mind drifted as he wondered on Sirius Black and the problem he faced;
    honestly, the Dementors were of a far greater issue than a deranged mass murderer.
    Though he had only felt the dark chill of the cloaked things, he had not come across
    one since the awful assault on the train. For this he was highly thankful. His eyes
    swivelled upwards, making contact with Katie's, who had a faraway look on her face as
    she stared down at him.

    'Is she right though? It can't be a coincidence… is this why?... is he after me?'
    There was something he was missing. The dots weren't connecting, and the haze of the
    room was messing with his thoughts. This was not the time, nor was it the place for
    such heavy contemplations. Yet there was a pattern emerging, and as he drifted off in
    the heat and comfort, his last, solid thought, was an image of familiar yet unknown
    people overlapping the Circle about him, and the full moon in the sky.
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    Fred and George Weasley were smarter and more insightful than many people could
    even comprehend the duo to be. It had been a shock when the Sorting Hat had attempted
    to place them into Slytherin to begin with, then changed its mind to Ravenclaw,
    before finally settling on Gryffindor because he: "gets bored sometimes sitting in
    that office, and the thought of harmless chaos being spread around the school is
    highly amusing".

    When they arrived for their first year, they had entered the library to learn what
    they could about their special ability they possessed. It turned out that unique
    magic's crop up every generation, with some being hereditary, while others a basis on
    the person themselves. They remembered the Metamorphmagus who left a few years ago,
    as well as the Echolocator who dropped out after his O.W.L's to go somewhere in the
    Far East. Some were obvious, others… not so much.

    They remembered when they first heard of Harry's Parseltongue ability, which
    sounded truly amazing when they first discovered it. The Seamus boy in his year
    showed all the signs of a latent Pyrokinetic, while they were 100 percent sure that
    Professor Lupin had some sort of extra-talent.

    The Weasley Twins had a mental bod that allowed them to communicate with each
    other no matter where they were. Sure, to others it may not have been a talent that
    could allow them a greater potential in duelling, or something that could truly
    benefit their physical lives, but they still managed to utilise it to its full
    potential.

    Any shortcomings of the other was always counterbalance by the next, and every
    path that could be trodden would be second-guessed and examined for double the
    effect. As such, Fred and George Weasley were quite possibly the most insightful of
    Harry's friends, and managed to work out the Sirius Black conundrum before anyone
    else even contemplated that there was one.

    "This, Harry, is the Marauders Map." Fred tapped his wand on the blank parchment.
    This was to be their gift to him, for his own protection. Let others think that they
    were doing this to spread their brand of mischief.

    George smirked as he saw Harry's blank face – it was too difficult to get one up
    on the boy, so they would take this for what it was and enjoy it. "Simply say the
    words 'I Solemnly Swear I am up to No Good', and this should happen." Lines drew
    themselves upon the parchment, forming a map that showed the details of the castle…
    and everybody inside. George had been the one with this idea, after the name of
    Sirius Black was seen besides the Whomping Willow one night. The two of them refused
    to spread panic, and knew that if he was a true danger, that if they went to
    apprehend him, even with some serious help, they would be the cause of more than one
    death. So, they waited, planned, and created layer after layer of plots to deal with
    this threat.

    "Why are you giving this to me?" Harry asked confused. "I would have thought that
    this would have been perfect for you."

    "Well, Harrikins- "

    "You see we had been thinking- "

    "That perhaps a bit of troublemaking- "

    "Could go a long way to improving such a dour temperament of yours- "

    "That maybe if we gave you a certain key- "

    "If nothing else it'd be interesting to see what you would do with it," George
    finished up.

    The gears were visibly spinning on Harry's face, and though a neutral expression
    was all he could see on their faces, inside they were beginning to panic. Harry's
    emotions were famously highly temperamental, and they knew their pseudo-brother
    extremely well. If he took this the wrong way, not even they could predict what Harry
    could do. They were seated on a bench in one of their many courtyards, while Katie
    was all the way on the other side of the castle in Flitwick's study group – she was
    worried about her Charms O.W.L, and resorted to extra work to aid her.

    They relaxed when he smiled slightly up at them, eyes wide and amazed at the gift
    he was given, releasing a pang in their hearts at the duplicitous action and their
    affection to the boy.

    "Thanks guys, I… I really don't know what to say."

    They talked for a few more minutes, allowing Harry to exhibit his true laughter of
    almost childlike giggles, causing their inner selves to wince when they thought of
    his small frame and extremely pale features. Fists were unconsciously clenched when
    they remembered their rescue of him from that hell-prison.

    They had seen the name over the dog. They knew what was coming, and they knew no
    one would believe them. Because that wasn't the only thing that was different about
    the map. Everyone underestimated the intelligence of the twins, yet now was the time
    for the plan to come into motion; Harry had lived in his dorm for a few years now and
    nothing had come of it, but they were uncomfortable with the whole situation.

    The plan was ready to begin, and it was one worthy of the two most unpredictable
    students at Hogwarts. It was the plan of the most Slytherin duo that the school
    possessed. It was a plan that was so convoluted and fickle that anything could go
    wrong. But their friend was in danger, and no one harmed their family… except for
    them of course.
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    James. He looked too much like James. He would never truly admit it, but he had
    been stunned the first time he had seen him for what seemed like oh so long ago. His
    personality was so much like Lily's and yet… not. Not when Harry was writhing with
    that thing above him, mashing and grinding his soul at the seams.

    There were too many memories in this place – the good and the bad, it seemed.
    Every night he had become plagued by nightmares of his cowardice and self-loathing
    erupting into cold sweats and panicked gasps of air.

    "Traitor!" would the voices cry out to him, ever louder and more hateful
    with each passing night. They mocked and goaded him so much so that the dark part of
    himself that he had locked away was becoming more tangible.

    "Harry, I know you still struggle with the Patronus, and try not to be so
    disheartened by your progress. A happy, genuinely happy, memory for one such as
    yourself… you are a wizard, not some dryad or fae."

    The look of despair upon James' face mimicked the haunts of the unwaking world.
    The moans that he could have done more, should have done more… each
    utterance was like a knife to his heart. Yet Harry was almost as if a ray of light in
    the shadowy world. There was a lack of darkness in his day when the boy was involved,
    as though his innocence and essence permeated around him, afflicting others with who
    he was. Around the boy, the inner, feral part, of his being was calmed,
    restrained.

    "Look after him, Moony. He's part of your pack now…" Those words
    surrounded his mind. They were the last that James ever said to him before that night
    – the night that changed everything in his world inside out and upside down.

    The days he spent around the boy he could see a damaged, hurt child, who's peers
    are either extremely supportive or extremely antagonistic against him; that Malfoy
    boy was one of the worst contenders for 'school bully' he had ever seen. The whispers
    of hurtful comments that seemed to slide straight off Harry's back and into the
    aether were commonplace and disgusting, with the blonde's support from his Head of
    House fuelling the boy's confidence in his speech.

    That was the other problem. Snape.

    Remus had always tried to remain neutral; he only supported the Order in the last
    war due to his admiration and debt towards Dumbledore, and his deep friendship with
    James and Lily. But Severus… he was more than a bully than from back then, and now he
    just seemed to be a petty little man who believes himself greater than he is. 'The
    way he treats the boy… no wonder he finds it difficult to muster up the joy in his
    soul. McGonagall says he has gotten better, but I hate to think how Snape was these
    last two years with him.'

    "Maybe we will leave it for tonight. The spell is quite draining, and not just
    magically." Lupin brought out a large chunk of chocolate, splitting it in half
    between himself and Harry, who took it with a kind smile and a nod of thanks.

    As Remus watched Harry munch away in contentment, Remus unconsciously clenched his
    fists around his own chocolate piece. 'I wasn't there before, Harry, and I am so, so
    sorry. I do not know if my apology would even be accepted, but… was I wallowing in my
    own misery? My own self-loathing? If my guilt can be assuaged by doing something as
    simple as teach you to defend yourself, then I will devote everything I have to aid
    you.'
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    He heard the boy before he saw him.

    The air was cool on his skin as the breeze blew gently across his face, warmth
    encompassing him as he smiled alongside the two bodies of his best friends.

    They had wanted to enjoy the last fading light beside the Black Lake, and Harry
    had a bag of cooked meats resting in his arms. The great black dog had become a near
    permanent attraction to the trio as it bounded across the fields, and Neville and Fay
    would join Harry often to bring food to it.

    The air brought with it more than just its low temperature, as the voice of their
    housemate drifted along with it through the corridors, passing by the entrance hall
    and into the courtyard before the main gates.

    "…survives one dark lord and what? Gets everything he ever..."

    Fay looked sharply to her left at her best friend. Only the slight furrowing of
    his brow was evidence enough that he had heard what was being said.

    "Ronald, just leave it…"

    The sounds were getting clearer as the three came out of the castle and into the
    courtyard. Their steps were unhurried, and Harry's pace did not change.

    "…I do not understand why you shout at Ginevra like tha…"

    "Shut up Loony! No one asked you!"

    "Don't shout at her you disgusting lard!"

    "C'mon Hermione! He is nothing more than a glory hound! Money! Girls! Fame! How is
    that fair? How is it fair that he thinks he's better than us? It's like everyone's
    gone mad! He's…"

    He stopped suddenly as a tiny frame walked through the obstruction. Ginny and Luna
    gave small waves at him, and Harry reciprocated with a tiny smile.

    "Hello, Harry Potter," came the dreamy words of Luna Lovegood, blissfully unaware
    of the awkwardness that the trio had stumbled upon.

    "Hey, Harry." Ginny blushed up a storm, but Harry was glad she was comfortable
    enough around him now to initiate a conversation. As opposed to how it had been
    before at least.

    Hermione's lips twitched slightly as her face darkened. It was not a hostile look,
    but a look of someone who had just been caught in an unsavoury position and was not
    relishing in the cringe of it all.

    Harry, Fay, and Neville all nodded politely, saying the stereotypical pleasantries
    as they walked to their destination of the school grounds. All three pointedly
    ignored the red-faced redhead who seemed fit to blow.

    The silence was almost touchable as they moved beyond the open portcullis and into
    the rolling green hills. A startled, single, yelp erupted from behind them, as Fay
    turned her head behind her to lock eyes with a glowering Ginny Weasley. Both gave
    almost imperceptible nods to each other as both their wands slipped back into their
    robes, Ron Weasley none the wiser as his hair changed consistency to that of slime
    while is concurrently began to vomit slugs over his school robes.

    Harry heard a sharp 'tsk' come from Hermione behind him but decided that he did
    not really care what was going on behind him. He had a dog to feed and play with.
    Hagrid had said that he could also come help him with the Hippogriffs a bit later on
    and was too busy looking forward to it to ponder on things he had heard a thousand
    times before.

    "Come on Luna, let's get your homework finished."

    "Okay, Hermione. And remember that you promised me something," came Luna's
    giggling response.

    "Yes, yes, I remember. We can go get pudding from the kitchens too."

    Harry's smile would only grow as the three of them meandered their way across the
    green grass, forgoing the given pathway for a sense of difference in their
    journey.

    "The dog's gotta be around here somewhere?" Fay mused.

    Neville shook his head with a grin. "Well, the moment he smells the whole of the
    kitchen I'm sure he'll come running."

    "Here doggy, doggy," Harry called out, smiling wide when his new four-legged
    friend came bounding out of the Forbidden Forest, tongue lolling merrily.

    It sniffed nosily around in a circle, moving between the three of them, a joyful
    bark coming out as Neville fell with a yelp. The dog seemed to emit a humanlike grin
    as it kept making happy noises.

    "Harry stop laughing at me dammit!"

    "I'm sorry, Nev," Harry said between chuckles. He placed the food down as he
    stretched out an arm, still chuckling as Neville let out an audible sigh as he
    grasped his hand and lifted himself up.

    Harry turned back around to witness Fay start to dish out the food, which was
    almost ripped out of her hands by the ravenous canine. "Bad dog!" she shouted, but
    with no malice in her voice.

    The now quartet leaned against the trees adorning the edges of the forest, the
    great dog munching away happily. Harry sat content, eyes shut to the world, only
    opening them to gaze at the feasting animal before him.

    Neville and Fay talked with hushed whispers, staring with wonder at how calm their
    best friend was being after the small incident with the youngest male Weasley in the
    courtyard.

    "He's changing, Nev. Not badly… I dunno how to explain it."

    Neville shook slightly, his face scrunched up in thought. "I know what you mean.
    It's like he's changed without us even realising it. Do you think it has something to
    do with the dog? He seems so calm now."

    Fay nodded in agreement. "I'm not complaining. He's still our Harry. I just would
    have thought…"

    "I can hear you; you know?"

    His two friends bowed their heads as their cheeks flushed red. He was absently
    stroking the dog's mane as it rested its head upon his lap. A dark eye was trained
    upon them, as if judging their worth.

    "Sorry mate."

    "I'm sorry, Harry."

    "It's fine," he sighed. "It's fine."

    And it was.

    They sat there until the sun waned and the stars began to shine in the sky. The
    brief moment of awkwardness dissipating as Harry continued as if nothing had
    happened. He knew they were right, and if he had not of let them into his life, his
    heart, then maybe his reaction would have been different. But there by those trees,
    the three of them together with his new friend beside him, he felt different. As
    different as everyone was seeing him.

    He still had nightmares of his night in the Chamber, but the moans of Quirrell's
    death throes had become almost numb. Each event that occurred in his bizarre life
    forged ahead a path that has changed him. And now he was beginning to see it for
    himself.

    He was finding that he had worth.
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    A week later it flew around him.

    It sped across the classroom, an awed Professor Lupin standing jaw agape as Harry
    giggled with delight, while Filius Flitwick danced on the spot in joy.

    "Oh Harry, I'm so pleased for you! Such a marvellous display!"

    "Harry, you…" Lupin could only whisper. His features turned proud as Harry's arm
    twisted and turned along with the small creature, guiding its flight as its magic
    radiated through him.

    The small bird, for that was what it could only be, settled upon Harry's right
    arm. Usually if pressure were to be placed upon it, Harry would cringe as the pain
    flared up within his scar. Yet with the purity of the Patronus, he could only feel
    peace.

    "What is it?" questioned Harry as he could only stare in admiration. "I know
    you're a bird, but what kind are you?"

    "It's small, like you. Fits well I suppose," Lupin quipped. He took stock of who
    he was with and coughed in slight embarrassment, but only received a laugh in
    return.

    "You mock me by my size, Remus?" questioned a bemused Flitwick.

    "Not at all, I'm…"

    "Or, indeed, Harry's? Small I may be, but remember, you are speaking to a world
    champion of the duelling circuit. I may not have the power of Albus, but even he
    frets with the thought of entering the Duelling Circle with me." His hands spread as
    wide as they could, and sharp teeth glinted in the candlelight as sweat began to
    creep on Remus' brow. "And let us not forget our student here either. Size matters
    not. Judge not based on how someone looks or has no control of, Remus. You should
    know better."

    "I…"

    "Or whatever."

    Remus bowed his head. He had been pranked. 'I think I felt my bladder begin to
    burst there. He did not even release any magic. No aura of anything. That felt like I
    was back in school again.' He looked over at the two others in the room talking
    merrily. 'James. Lily. You would be proud of your son.'

    Flitwick sneaked a look in his direction, a sly wink shooting over as something he
    said allowed a childish giggle to escape Harry's lips.

    "Professor Lupin, what do you think?" Harry asked.

    "Think what is?"

    Flitwick shook his head as he laughed. "The Patronus my dear boy. What else would
    it be?"

    Harry remained still, entranced by the bright avatar resting upon him. "I know
    it's a bird, but I don't know what kind? Does it matter?"

    "Not really, Harry," Flitwick responded kindly. "I believe it to be some kind of
    jungle bird, but I cannot work it out."

    "Hmm," Lupin thought hard on the matter. "A parrot maybe? It has the look."

    Harry shook his head as the bird's wings extended and its shine dimmed. It faded
    away slowly and took off to the South window, fleeing into the night as it vanished
    back into the aether.

    "Come now Harry, lets get you to bed. I know you'd want to be good and rested for
    the match tomorrow. You may not be playing, but I'm sure the Gryffindor team would be
    most upset if you fell asleep in the stands."

    Harry nodded with a tired smile. The magic had drained him of energy and his bed
    was calling him.

    Harry was escorted back to the Tower by the two teachers. He bid them a fond
    goodnight as he spoke the Password to the frame and dragged himself through the
    portrait hole.

    He landed in his bed a few minutes later, warm and comforted in his sheets. He
    turned to his bedside table and pulled along to him the photo album he kept there at
    all times. It was in almost no time at all that he drifted off to sleep, the book
    open to reveal a photo of he and Katie standing side by side. The duo in the photo
    were smiling brightly at the camera as Katie's arm rested upon his shoulder, pulling
    him to her side. A gentle kiss was placed upon photo Harry's cheek while Harry's
    hands pulled at each other, his face red and eyes flaring with embarrassment and
    joy.

    The next morning Harry and Katie hugged each other tightly and a kiss struck his
    cheek once more.

    "Wish me luck, Harry."

    "You don't need luck, Katie."

    Her eyes roamed across his face, as if searching for something. She nodded, it
    appeared, when she had found what she was looking for.

    Harry's gut was doing flips inside him, and something burned in his chest, but he
    could not understand what it was.

    "I hope you'll be cheering for me," she coughed when she looked over his shoulder
    to see the other Chaser's winking at her. "For us, I mean."

    "Of course I will. I might not be playing for the team anymore, but I'll be the
    one shouting the loudest."

    She laughed gaily at his response. "No, you won't Harry. Not physically at least.
    But I know what you mean." She leaned down once more, her hand tilting his chin up so
    she could place a lingering kiss upon his cheek again. "Never change, Harry."

    He sat next to an exuberant Fay and roaring Seamus while the game played. Each
    player danced upon their brooms, becoming Lords and Ladies of the air. But Harry only
    had eyes for one player. She was right in that he did not shout and cheer like the
    rest, but if his soul could sing, it would be screaming above them all. Each tackle,
    shot, pass, grab… every movement was witnessed and recorded in his mind.

    'Quidditch,' he mused absently, not even focusing on how the larger picture of the
    game was progressing. 'I don't think it's the game I prefer. Is it flying, maybe? To
    drift away? To fly away from everything and just be free? I play my own game with my
    own rules up there.' He craned his neck up, focusing on a cloud that moved to its own
    tune. 'To not have to bow to anyone.'

    Gryffindor won their match against Hufflepuff, 240-200, with Ginny only just
    managing to miss the Snitch as Cedric Diggory took the final 150 points from under
    her. She grew very red in the face, however, when the older boy clapped her lightly
    on the shoulder with a beaming grin on his face, and slowly drifted off to the
    ground.

    Harry ran to the seven of them along with the others of his house, congratulating
    each of them heartily as he came to them. His face burned once more when Katie placed
    her lips to his cheek, but in the end, he could not keep the smile from his face.
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    Tracey could only shake her head at Harry's actions.

    He was staring almost unashamedly at their Arithmancy teacher with all the subtly
    of a cannon. His eyes ramrod straight as their Professor bounced up and down in the
    revelry of her proffered subject.

    'Really, it's almost hilarious how most boys just seem to turn to mush when in the
    woman's presence.'

    She knew that there was something between the two of them. Maybe not as delicious
    as the minority of the Hogwarts rumour mill provided, but there was something
    there.

    It was quite comical to see her little friend act like a teenaged boy for once.
    Instead of acting in the strangeness of his normality, she would get glimpses now and
    then of Harry being the child he should have been.

    Tracey coughed obviously into a closed fist, her elbow digging slightly into
    Harry's gut. Vector had indeed decided that today was the day to wear a slightly
    tight shirt to lessons, and now the poor boys were all the worse (better) for it.

    If she did not know her friend as she did, she would have put him down as one of
    the randy majority who would have loved to witness their admittedly attractive
    teacher perform such actions. Tracey was not into the female form in such a way, but
    even she could appreciate the natural beauty Vector emanated. Harry, however, she
    knew, was not completely understanding in his feelings of visual attraction.

    As they packed their things away, she could only see the others in the class stare
    jealously at their teacher and her friend communicating with each other. Tracey
    packed her things up slowly, Lily had decided that Arithmancy was not her cup of tea,
    and instead had decided to pick up Divination instead, so she decided to wait for
    Harry to be finished with.

    "I heard about it from Remus! He's a good man, that one is."

    Harry appeared to visibly nod along, yet she was too far away from them now so she
    could not hear the soft tones Harry spoke in.

    Whatever he said was enough for a bell-like laugh to reverberate through the room.
    "Truly a surprise! You act more like Lily every day now." A wistful sigh escaped her.
    "Lily, James, Remus, Peter… and Sirius. What a group they ended up making. Sometimes
    I struggle to place that mutt with what's become of him but…" She stopped talking,
    and Tracey could tell that Harry was confused by his posture. "Never mind that
    though. Off with you! You have a friend waiting for you and you don't want to spend
    your time talking with this old woman. Go!"

    'Old woman? She's joking, right?'

    "Sorry to keep you, Trace."

    "Tracey, Potter, it's Tracey, remember?" This argument had been spoken many a time
    over the last couple of years, but its hostility had lost its meaning.

    "I do remember, Trace, but if you think I'm stopping you have another thing
    coming."

    She shook her head, wondering where the shy boy she had once knew had vanished
    too. "You're lucky I like you, Harry, or id be hexing you so much your eyes would
    spin."

    "Well, I'm glad we're friends then," he responded happily, his eyes wide and lips
    curved upwards. "Wouldn't want to get on your bad side."

    Harry only laughed at her unconvincing mutterings and promises of retribution.
    "I'm a snake! We eat lions for breakfast!"

    "It's a good thing I can talk to snakes then, isn't it?"

    Author's Notes:

    Yep. Things happened that put me offline for a while and are now as sorted
    as they possibly could. Writer's block perhaps. I am back but no promises on when
    updates will happen. Book 3 is a few chapters from ending and then the joy of book 4
    will arrive. Prepare for twists and turns galore as everything develops.

    Not much in the way of Harry's perspective, I am aware. What do you think
    of having chapters that have a different point of view involved?

    Everything I have written has a general plan for it. I just cannot wait
    for the butterfly effect to hit as the plot begins to change even more.

    Anyway, hope you enjoyed and keep enjoying what I write.

    Next Chapter: A Blond Problem

  


  
    28. A Blond Problem
  

  
    Author's Note: I do not own Harry Potter

    Harry stood with some trepidation. The last time England had come this far in the
    World Cup was over 20 years ago, that year's team making it all the way to the
    Quarter Finals before being knocked out by a superior Welsh team.

    This time, however, it was England versus Portugal, and Harry was waiting in the
    wings with the other six players as the nerves flooded over them.

    All were silent as they contemplated the coming match, not least Harry Potter.

    Sitting in the top box were Minerva McGonagall and Filius Flitwick, both refusing
    to stay away from their (favourite) student's important match. Back at home, the
    Great Hall was silent as the commentators began their spiels. Each student and
    Professor were sitting in the room waiting with bated breath as the names were
    starting to be announced for both teams.

    The Portuguese players had taken to the sky already, forming up to their starting
    positions as they rubbed their hands together to keep warm in the arctic conditions
    of Northern Finland.

    The line-up had been finalised now for the English side – training upon training,
    as well as a removal of certain people from the board of governors, had allowed for a
    side that refused the sporting corruption that appeared to have plagued the National
    side for so long.

    A younger, more athletic team had filled the ranks of the English side. Untapped
    potential had erupted into the game, and Harry was at the centre of it all."

    "Introducing, Norwich Dalley!" He was a little snooty, from old money apparently,
    but his skill as a Keeper was obvious to all. The oldest player on the team, he had a
    sense of superiority over Harry that reminded him of the Malfoy's of the world. Wood
    did nothing but sing his praises as his first-team player for Puddlemere, but Harry
    did not like the man all too much.

    "Helene Vizsor!" A one-eyed, cheerful woman who reminded Harry a lot of the
    Weasley twins in her outlook and behaviour. Apparently, she had lost her eye in a
    drunken broom-jousting event a couple years back. At least that was according to the
    rumours. When Harry, being who he was, asked to a shocked audience how she came to
    lose her sight, she simply guffawed and said the rumours have more truth in them than
    some people realise.

    "Leila Strauss!" A Viking of a woman. Blond, muscled, and always with hard eyes.
    Allegedly thrown off the Harpies for who knows what reason. Quiet and contemplative
    but seemed to have taken to Harry with silent approval. Though she said barely a word
    to anyone on the team, she seemed to enjoy Harry's company for the times they would
    end up in the same place. Harry had been shaking slightly when he told Fay and
    Neville of the first conversation the two had ever had. She was sharp with voice and
    deep with tone, but Harry had seen her smile when she had stood in rain, an injured,
    tiny bird in her hands being held so tenderly.

    "Cole Drakon!" A boisterous, pudgy man who was more like to enjoy his mead and
    firewhiskey it seemed, than to be on the back of a broom. Yet as slow as he was on
    his Firebolt compared to the rest of the team, no one could doubt his throwing arm,
    nor his tackling ability. In a way, he reminded Harry of Neville, only with a lot
    more confident than his shy friend.

    "Gordon Blue!" A bully. Harry knew bullies, and the swagger and arrogance of the
    Beater was definitely that of someone who took joy in the misery of others. More akin
    to a lithe Snape than to anyone else, Harry had discussed his attitude with both
    Tracey and Katie. Both had had the same reactions, and both told him to keep his
    distance when possible. Though Harry could remember when the bully bit off more than
    he could chew one training session, throwing heaps of abuse his way, only to
    forcefully meet the ground hard when Leila came up behind him with a rage Harry had
    rarely witnessed.

    "Dominic Skarrow!" An unknown. He kept to himself and liked to hit fast moving
    balls with a wooden bat. Harry was unnerved by the enigmatic man who had spent his
    educational years at Durmstrang; there were rumours abound that the man was addicted
    to Dark Magic use, but Harry was unsure that the mill was correct about this one.

    "Aaaaaaaaand Harry Potter!"

    He could not hear the erupting cheers echoing throughout the halls of Hogwarts,
    but a part of him knew that would be the case. Cedric Diggory had forgone the
    Hufflepuff table for the day, deciding to take a seat with the Gryffindors. Harry was
    his friend, and he wished to sit with the Circle who knew him best.

    The Gryffs were bedecked in red and white of the national colours. Even those who
    were not English had decided to show house unity towards the enigma that was Harry
    Potter. The Circle were the most vocal of all – it was only one person they truly
    wished to be there for and everything else was just a sideshow.

    Tracey Davis wore across her shoulders an England scarf, the number 7 embroidered
    at the edges, just below the name 'Potter'. She did not care for the dirty looks some
    of the more diehard Snakes were sending her, not those of her head of house. Harry
    was her friend, though she would never say so to anyone but him, and she wished to
    show her support. A part of her wanted to shock them all by going over to what seemed
    to be a veritable party at the Lion's table but thought better of it.

    All in the Hall were listening to the play-by-play, and most cheered when a goal
    was scored, booed when a player was tackled, or shouting when a penalty was
    given.

    The room shook with delight, 3 hours and 55 minutes into the match, the
    commentator shouted for the country to hear, "Potter Catches the Snitch! This Match
    is Over!"

    Lupin, Flitwick, and Dumbledore would meet later that evening, sharing drinks
    between them as their most prevalent topic arose in the comfort of the Headmaster's
    office.

    Remus always enjoyed his time up here and not just for the company. Fawkes the
    Phoenix always set his mind at ease at the beast was soothed by his gentle
    trills.

    "And once again, Harry has shown us all who he can truly become."

    Remus nodded his assent at the Headmaster's words, finding agreement in them. "I
    know for a fact that James would be shouting to the hills right about now if he knew
    his son was an International superstar." He snorted amusedly into his glass as he
    sipped on his drink. "Lily I have no idea how she would react."

    Filius gave an impish giggle at the thought of his old student. "Probably torn
    between immense pride and a sense of attempting to keep him locked under house and
    key. She always was a protective one was our Lily."

    "I see her in Harry more and more every time I meet with him," Lupin wondered
    aloud. His face grew pensive as he gave a side glance to Dumbledore.

    "A burning question can burn more than silence my dear boy," he said. "Come now,
    Remus. A problem shared is a problem halved as the Muggles are fond of saying."

    Remus downed his drink, pouring from the bottle more into his now empty glass.
    "Harry has said something to me. Something I don't think he meant to say out loud but
    said nonetheless."

    "Ah," the other two said simultaneously.

    Albus gestured to Flitwick, who shook his head and busied himself with his own
    drink.

    "Well," Dumbledore decided to speak, "I believe you may be referring to the
    disdain he feels towards his parents." He paused to gather his thoughts. "Well, maybe
    not quite his parents, but more adults in general. There is good reason I suppose,
    but I am aware that he is torn between respecting and loving his mother and father,
    and wishing to spit on their names, as it were."

    "I do understand, or, well, I'm trying to. James was my friend and he loved Harry
    with everything he had. And don't get me started on Lily."

    "How powerful do you think Harry is, my boy?"

    Lupin blinked dumbly at the question. "Er, very? I'm sorry, Professor, what does
    this have to do with what I'm asking?"

    "He's an exceptionally powerful Wizard, even at his young age."

    Flitwick nodded along to his boss' words and decided to chime in with his own.
    "Magic is almost like a second skin to him. Sometimes there are prodigies who just
    understand what the requirements for it all needs. Will. Power. And a little bit of
    that Chaos of Magic. He has the natural Power of the Magic within his body. He
    definitely has the Will. And that Chaos…"

    "He has come so close to death, Remus. More than once."

    "Sir?" He did not like where this was going. There may not be much sleep that
    night if this goes the way he foresees it. 'I have no excuse for not getting involved
    with his life. None at all except for my own self-pity and misery.'

    "The Chaos Factor is something that no one can see coming. It is unique in each
    person in a way that not even the best and brightest of us can interpret without it
    being dangled before us." Albus Dumbledore looked his age as he continued his own
    drinking, feeling the weight of the world on his shoulders and indeed looking it.
    "Voldemort when he was but an infant. Striking him with a Curse so terrible it is
    known as 'The Killing Curse'. That must leave a mark, and not just with a scar. Then,
    what occurred in his first and second years, to take a life and exist in that horror…
    and the Dementor. Tell me, Remus. Do you know what his wand core is?" Albus took a
    hearty swig of his now refilled drink as Remus Lupin shook his head. "A Thestral tail
    hair. Thestrals are known as the physical representatives of accepted death.
    Creatures who are so pure, but so misunderstood. But so close to the other side.
    Harry's wand is that Chaos, and an example."

    "But what does this have to do with James and Lily?"

    "How many times can one come close to that door to death and not wonder what's on
    the other side? No, I have a theory as to his confusion. He does not know them. He
    cannot know them. All he sees and experiences are the events that occur around him,
    and he wonders at the stupidity of all. He wonders how, if he can use such skill in
    magic, his parents were unable to survive. And now he wonders how he can still live
    when being so close to death's realm. At least, this is how I understand it."

    "But," Filius interjected, "In a way, he responds to life and all its joys even
    more. Have you not noticed? His wants and actions are beginning to align. He sees
    life for what it should be, and now he is coming into his own, he is living it to its
    fullest as he possibly can. Harry Potter is the duality of life."
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    Harry did not know the boys. He had possibly spotted them about the castle in his
    day to day, but he could picture neither their names nor their faces.

    All five were bigger than him (not that that was difficult) and definitely older
    than him. Their robes were laid with green and silver denoting their house
    allegiances, and their faces were twisted into some kind of brutish horror that had
    Harry's skin crawling.

    He was on the floor, now placed in a sitting position after they had barged passed
    him, knocking him to the ground in a rush to get to wherever it was they were
    heading.

    "Sorry, Potter!" one shouted, snickering from the others following. It appeared as
    though they may not have been as apologetic as the excuse gave.

    Neville was the first to get to him, just coming out of the dungeon stairway and
    onto the ground floor from their Potions lesson. "C'mon, Harry, up you get," he
    uttered quietly.

    "Cheers, Nev." Harry bit back a small smile, already seeing the Slytherins of his
    own year coming out of the Dungeon Corridor, smirks on most of their faces. "Maybe we
    should get going."

    "A perfect place for you, Potter. On your knees before your betters!" It was Nott
    who sparked the flames. Laughs followed him as the Snakes' pace slowed, following
    both Harry and Neville at a leisurely rate. "Aw, not going to answer me? A pity
    really."

    "Hah!" Malfoy was always there waiting for his opportunity. "Two Blood Traitors
    walking astride. Makes sense really. I bet they share stories and cry about their
    parents! I suppose they have at least that in common."

    Pansy Parkinson and Daphne Greengrass snorted as they practically hung off of
    Malfoy's and Nott's arms, releasing evil little giggles at the words. Harry half
    turned to his friend, having to move his small legs twice as fast to keep up with the
    almost running Longbottom. Any words from the Slytherins were drowned out in the
    noise of the students and air as they moved through door after door in a chase only
    they were a part of.

    "Nev, slow down! I can't keep up!"

    "Leave me alone, Harry!" he shouted back, worrying the last Potter as his friend
    had never shouted at him like this before.

    Harry glanced behind him, the Snakes were long out of view now, but echoes in his
    mind shone with the individual words that seemed to cause pain in Neville as they
    were being shouted.

    "Lard!"

    "Parents!"

    "Waste"

    "Bell-"

    "Strange!"

    The last two appeared to set him off worse than anything, and it was minutes into
    the foot chase that Harry was forced to give up, when Neville was near sprinting in a
    haphazard way, no sense of direction in his feet. Harry thought that he was near the
    Ravenclaw Tower but with the way the two ran it would have been impossible to
    recognise exactly how they got there.

    "Nev," he whispered to himself, concern rolling off him for his wayward
    friend.

    Later that evening, after Harry had searched all throughout the castle for him, he
    wound up seated on an armchair in the Gryffindor Common Room with his knees up to his
    chest, staring directly into the burning fireplace. Katie and Alicia were sat on the
    long sofa, each nursing a hot chocolate as they talked about what happened.

    "I don't understand it, one moment he was helping me up, the next he was running
    away." Harry seemed lost and unsure of himself as he spoke. Neville was a frequent
    target of the bullies in the school, but this reaction was new.

    "Hmm, maybe it was something they said that set him off," Katie mused. She blew on
    the drink in her hands and took a thoughtful sip, seating herself right into the back
    of the comfy chair. "What exactly did they say to him?"

    "I can't remember everything. I think they called him strange? That might have
    been it, but we were too far away by then."

    "Are you sure it was strange they said?" came a voice from behind them. The three
    of them turned their necks to see who it was that spoke. An older boy, whose name
    Harry was unsure of, was the one who had piped up. "Are you sure it wasn't
    Lestrange?"

    "It… could have been?" Harry said.

    "Ah, then that would explain why Longbottom ran off. Wouldn't blame him to be
    honest." The boy shrugged as his tone was uncaring.

    Harry perked up, now kneeling on the chair facing directly at him. "How come? Can
    you tell us why?"

    "It's not really my place. He's your friend, it should be him that should be doing
    that, not me."

    Harry, Alicia, and Katie exchanged a look between them, and collectively removed
    themselves from their positions and headed to the portrait hole as one. Harry said a
    polite thank you to the boy as they other two exited, before following them out into
    the castle at large.

    They started their search in all the likely places that Neville would go to. First
    with the Greenhouses, then to the kitchens and everywhere in between.

    "He can't have gone far," Alicia said, panting lightly. It was getting too close
    to curfew. They needed to find him quickly.

    "He's got to be somewhere," Katie muttered. "He can't just have walked
    out of into thin air. Think. He wouldn't have left the castle- he's petrified of the
    Dementors and Sirius Black, so he wouldn't go out there on his own. So where
    could he be?"

    "Sprout?" Harry questioned. "Or maybe Professor Lupin can help. We haven't tried a
    teacher yet. I bet one of them will help us."

    They went to Sprout's quarters first, and she could only shake her head at her
    lack of knowledge on the subject. "I'm sorry you three." She performed a quick
    Tempus to see the time. "It's beyond curfew now, but I suppose this is an
    exceptional case. Come with me, we'll go see Remus. Neville appears to enjoy his
    company as much as your own, Mr Potter, so it stands to reason that he may be able to
    assist us in this matter. At least with me you will not be unduly punished for being
    out of bed this late. Can't have England's star Seeker get a detention before match
    day now, can we?"

    They followed their Professor through the castle, thanking whoever was listening
    that she had decided to tag along as they ran into Argus Filch halfway to their
    destination.

    "Remus are you in here?" she knocked on the door lightly. "I'm looking for
    Neville, we were hoping you had seen him."

    The door opened to show a bedraggled Remus Lupin. "Ah, perfect timing you lot,
    come on in, he's just inside."

    The four walked in slowly to an unblinking Neville, staring directly in front of
    him. Tear tracks littered his cheeks, his eyes were red and puffy, and his clothes
    were ruffled.

    "Nev," Harry stepped forward carefully. "Nev? Are you okay?" 'Stupid, of course he
    isn't.' His breath hitched as he put one foot in front of the other at steady
    intervals.

    "Harry?" his voice was hoarse. It held a scratchiness to it as it crackled through
    his puberty-laced squeak. "I didn't mean to worry you."

    "It's okay, Neville. Remember what we talked about." Lupin jumped in quickly, a
    cooling presence that appeared to assist the boy in calming down. "Just breathe in
    and out. Regular intervals. You are not at fault."

    Harry knew those words. Though the person saying them to his friends was not the
    one to say it to him, it seemed all to eerily familiar when he listened.

    He walked so he stood next to his friend, Alicia and Katie trailing behind. Sprout
    was next to Lupin as the door closed behind her.

    "It all started with Bellatrix Lestrange and her husband," Neville began. The
    others took conjured seats facing him, close enough to reach their friend if they
    needed him. To Harry, he saw in Neville a reflection that he had many a time. "I was
    really young, one, I think, when they came to our house. Four of them." He paused. It
    was heavy, thickening the air around them. "It was right after You-Know-Who went
    missing and they came to our house. Mine. My mum's. My dad's."

    "Nev," Harry whispered. He did not know this story. The two adults shared sombre
    looks, but he felt at such a loss. He did not like where this story was seeming to
    end up.

    "I don't remember it 'cos I was so young, but sometimes it's like I can remember
    their screams…"

    Harry visibly flinched. 'What words could I say to him? How can I possibly
    respond?' He reached over to Neville's arm with a trembling hand. Lightly he touched
    him, bringing a startled Neville Longbottom to look into Harry's moist green eyes.
    "I'm here. You don't have to keep going if you don't want to."

    There must have been something in him that Neville took pause at, but he took a
    deep, rattling breath and carried on.

    "They used the torture curse on them. Four Death Eaters, His servants, barged
    right into our home. Gran never told me why they did it, 'Insane' she called them… I
    guess they are." He glanced across the room, taking in his audience as they stared at
    him, pity in their eyes. Except Harry. His were of understanding. Not of pity, but of
    empathy. Harry understood him so much more than anyone else could and he was going to
    show his friend that no matter what he was going to be there for him. "They got
    caught, one of them died, apparently, but the other three. They're still locked in
    Azkaban. It hurt when Malfoy said those things. Those words. He's her nephew, did you
    know? His mum is her sister, so I bet he knows everything."

    Harry did not know that, but that at this moment was inconsequential. Malfoy was
    nothing to him right then. Only his friend was. Only Nev.

    "My mum and dad… they're in St. Mungo's. It's the wizarding hospital. They're
    stuck there. They lost their minds with what happened to them…and…and…"

    Harry got there before the girls. His arms came around the shoulder of his best
    friend as he shook and wept and cried and cried and cried until his voice was gone
    and the tears had dried up.

    And Harry was there for him as the boy slept and regained his look of
    innocence.

    Harry was there for him until the morning sun rose up in to red dawn sky and it
    was only them two left.

    And Harry did not weep.

    Harry only cared.

    Author's Notes

    So you may be wondering why I've given the strange exposition for the
    Quidditch team and how Harry has come to know them. It's just a way for me to show
    that Harry's mental state has changed so much so that he is able to get to know these
    people. People who he hasn't had a few years of getting to know slowly. Harry is
    maturing and getting better. He is becoming someone who is very different to when he
    walked through the doors of Hogwarts for the first time.

    Also I know people enjoy the Quidditch aspect of this story so thought Id
    give a bit more to those who wanted it.

    Next Chapter: A Sirius Problem

  


  
    29. A Sirius Problem
  

  
    Author's Note: I do not own Harry Potter

    They were on consecutive days: first would be the Final of the Inter-House
    Quidditch Cup of Ravenclaw vs Gryffindor; the following day, a Sunday, would be the
    second Quarter Final match-up of the Quidditch World Cup.

    It would be England against Ireland, a contest between two of the (now) most
    powerful sides in Europe. A couple of years prior would have seen most of the world
    give the match to the Emerald Isle with no contest. However, with the introduction of
    the new side, and especially one skilled Seeker, this perspective was metaphorically
    thrown away.

    Harry did not care at this point, as he wanted to be the one to cheer on the
    Circle as they played in their most important match of the year. Some would naturally
    say that this was against Slytherin, however it was the determinate match for the
    House of Lions. If they won, then it would be proof that the whole team had advanced
    and were not simply riding Harry Potter's coattails. Not that many thought this,
    however the detractors were more than a few in this case. It would also set of his
    own game the next day with a spot of good luck.

    "C'mon Gryffindor!" boomed Hagrid from beside him. The large groundskeeper had
    managed to take an early spot with the lions that morning, a large (enormous) thermos
    of his trademarked strong tea and several mugs for Harry and his non-Quidditch
    playing friends in littler hands than his own.

    Exuberant claps came from an out of place Luna Lovegood from the seat to Harry's
    left. This act had not endeared her much to Neville and Fay, both who wished to sit
    beside their best friend but unable to now due to Hagrid and Luna.

    "Really, Luna. Shouldn't you be supporting your own house?" shouted an almost
    fed-up Hermione from the other side of her, her eyes rolling as she spoke. "Possibly
    on the other side of the stadium?"

    "I can support Ravenclaw no matter where I sit, Hermione," she responded, her
    dreamy looking smile causing Hermione to let out a small snort. "Besides, Ginevra is
    my friend too, so I'm supporting Ravenclaw and her at the same time!"

    It was an almost childish outlook, but to Harry it made perfect logic. He only had
    his closest comrades in Gryffindor because of their constant proximity to him most of
    the time. It did not mean that he did not care and support others. Professors are a
    different sort of topic, as they were not friends as such. However, he still
    enjoyed the company of Cedric as they studied in the library, Susan Bones and Hannah
    Abbot were childhood friends with Neville, so they dropped in and out of his life
    here and there. And of course, there was Tracey Davis, who appeared to teleport into
    his day much to the consternation of Katie who did not apparently like the girl on a
    personal level it seemed.

    A small, hidden smile graced his face when he saw the three Chasers fly in a 'V'
    formation right beyond where he was seated, and he could have sworn that he saw all
    three grin brightly at him.

    The good mood permeated his entire being, the hype coming out and into the
    material world throughout the long slog of the day. Gryffindor only narrowly managing
    to scrape a victory, and each player on both teams were exhausted beyond belief –
    their magic and stamina had been pushed to the limits. Ginny Weasley barely missing
    out on the 150 points, as Chang, the Ravenclaw Seeker, had shown why she was skilled
    enough to be on the team in the first place. However, the victory had been hard
    fought for, and Harry was impressed with both of the girls in their determination. He
    knew that Ginny was not as skilled as her opponent was, time could alter that of
    course, but she had kept Cho at bay every time the two duelled it out over the little
    golden ball.

    Gryffindor partied all throughout the night, Wood weeping for most of it as he
    cherished the cup for the third and final time. He had found Harry at the beginning
    of the event, pulling him to one side and clapping him on the shoulder.

    "You'll do well, Potter," he said through eyes welling with water. "Aye, it's been
    good to know you. You're going to have to keep writing, and I'll write back of
    course!"

    "Erm, Oliver?" Harry choked out a small laugh at the words, his breath halting as
    he swallowed air in his attempt to keep the noise from bubbling out. "You… do know
    that the school year isn't over yet, don't you? And, if you can keep a secret…"

    Harry's pleading look was enough to keep Oliver Wood from screaming to the high
    heavens when he heard what Harry had to tell him. Like many others, Wood had a soft
    spot for the littlest Seeker, and not just for his aid in winning him (them) the cup
    so many times.

    "Of course, of course! I won't tell a single soul!" Oliver's head bobbed up and
    down, an excitement flowing into him that had all his energy flounder about
    haphazardly. "You can count on me!"

    "I'm saying my goodnight's now though, Oliver. I have to be at the Portkey at the
    Stadium ready for 8 in the morning."

    Oliver shouted a good luck to him as he made his way through the party. He
    received twin ruffling of the hair and over-exaggerated praises from his favourite
    twins, a kiss on his left cheek from Alicia and a kiss on the right from Angelina.
    Fay gripped him in an eager hug, followed shortly by a playful headlock from Neville
    which left Harry laughing merrily. He had well-wishers and praises from the Gryff's
    still in the Common Room, even a nod and a smile from their resident Granger to whom
    Harry responded with a tilt of his lip and a pleasant nod. Katie snuck up behind him,
    bending her knees slightly to wrap her arms around his waist, pulling him right into
    her warm body.

    Anyone who did not know the two and the relationship they shared could have
    thought it something akin to acts of the closest lovers. But to Harry it was a
    comfort. His head grew hot, and his heart burned something fierce, but his teeth
    shone, and eyes twinkled merrily as he turned in her grasp to meet the embrace. Her
    soothing kiss lingered on his brow, and he could feel the chill through the small
    moisture built from where her lips had been. She did not say anything, only matching
    his smile as he separated from her grip, moving to the stone steps to his dorm.

    Ron's bed curtains were enclosing him from view, and Harry's heart sank slightly
    when he thought he could hear muffled sounds that he had heard a thousand times
    before.

    "I don't blame you, Ron. Please know that. I don't blame you."

    Harry pulled out a dreamless sleep potion from his chest of drawers, reminding
    himself that Pomfrey had given him a large collection of them for only when he
    believed he needed them. It was never very common when he felt like that, but he was
    too stressed for the next day even if he was not showing it. His brief encounter with
    Ron Weasley, who had now silenced himself, was already beginning to wrench at his
    heartstrings.

    The small vial was downed in one gulp, and Harry knew from experience that even if
    he were to fight the potion, because he had taken it willingly it would take effect
    soon. So, he got himself quickly changed into his pyjamas and into bed. His glasses
    placed by the side of the bed, his body lying on his side so as to lay in a
    comfortable position. He heard a bark from his favoured owl as a scuttling came from
    the open window. Harry grinned innocently as he beckoned her over to him, a pleased
    response came from Hedwig's beak and frenzied beating of her wings.

    "Hello, girl, have you come to keep me company?"

    His hand gently caressed her feathers as she nestled herself under his arm, a soft
    hoot being her reply. His hand movement became slower and slower as he drifted off to
    sleep. He would not remember what his last thoughts of the night were, but he was
    sure it was of good things.

    He awoke many hours later, rested and refreshed for the coming match. He gently
    moved his owl away from his body as he began his morning. Not too long after he
    awoke, he made his way down the stairs, only to see a bleary-eyed Katie standing
    before him. She had on her sleeping clothes, a pair of knee length shorts and a short
    top, a fact that made Harry slightly uncomfortable. This was not the first time he
    had seen her in such dress but was feeling awkward from looking at her in such a
    way.

    "Goo-" a yawn interrupted her mid speech. "Good luck today." A distant looking
    smile blossomed upon her face. "Last time I stay up so late," she grumbled, her smile
    widening when she heard her favourite noise come from between Harry's lips. "Yeah,
    yeah, laugh it up."

    "Go back to bed, Katie," Harry chided softly, but retaining his joy.

    "Good luck, Harry. I'll be cheering you on. Louder than all the rest!" Her words
    were followed by a half-hearted fist pump, but the sentiment was more than enough for
    Harry, who hugged her tightly, reciprocated in kind by this girl who had become
    someone so dear to him.

    "I'll be listening for you. Always."
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    Harry was seated on the stone by the lake, skimming small pebbles – something that
    Fred and George had taught him to do in his first year at Hogwarts – chatting
    amicably to Professor's McGonagall and Lupin.

    "It's a pity Professor Dumbledore had to leave," sighed Lupin as he perched
    himself on James' old seat. "I'm sure he would have enjoyed some peace and quiet for
    once.

    "Albus Dumbledore has many a responsibility to the Wizarding World, Mr Lupin.
    Sometimes it is not for that man to accept any rest." Harry enjoyed seeing this side
    to his Transfiguration teacher. Someone who keeps a charade of constant sternness
    belied by how calm she was being seated in a conjured armchair. "Although I am
    loathed to disagree with you on this matter, as it would have indeed been a nice
    occasion."

    "It was still thoughtful of him to come to the match. I didn't even prepare him a
    ticket, but he still came."

    Remus looked slyly at his student. "He wanted to watch you play. That man does
    what he chooses and darn the consequences." A barking laugh escaped him, a near shock
    to any student who could have seen him except Harry, who was used to teachers
    behaving differently around him than to other students. "I know you picked myself and
    Professor McGonagall," said woman raised a dainty teacup in salute, "and I know I
    speak for the two of us when I say thank you for this."

    The match had gone well for Harry, Harry had caught the Snitch while the team was
    down by 100 points after a gruelling 3 hours of hard aerial manoeuvres and skilled
    play. Lynch, the Irish Seeker had complimented his flying after the match and wished
    him luck for the rest of the tournament.

    'Why does Professor Lupin always seem so sad?'

    Lupin sighed, his eyes becoming weary all of a sudden. "I really don't think you
    understand how much it means."

    "Sir? Al- most of the Professors are people I know." He looked down at the lake,
    his aim striking true once more as the small round stone skimmed the lake creating
    tiny ripples as it went along. "Sometimes…"

    "You prefer having some you know over some you do not," McGonagall finished.
    "Although Professor Flitwick seems to be an often choice, no?" She tittered politely
    at his blush. "It makes no matter to me. Filius is a good, likeable man. His words
    can inspire even the lowliest of us to try our best, so do not worry, Harry."

    "I'm sorry, Professor."

    "Don't be. I am not sad or angry because Professor Flitwick is so affable. So,
    lift your chin, Mr Potter. You feel and care, and that is not a bad thing."

    Harry mirrored her smile, with Lupin chuckling good naturedly from his position
    slightly above the two of them. The light began to dim when they decided that their
    conversations were coming to an end, and collectively rose. Lupin holding a hand out
    to bring Harry up to his feet, and when done, they both did the same to the elder of
    the three.

    "Such gentlemen. I guess true Gryffindor chivalry never dies, does it?"

    "You were a Gryffindor, professor?" asked Harry, a little shocked. He had always
    put the man into Ravenclaw within his mind.

    "Does that surprise you, Harry?" he asked bemusedly. "I was, in fact, in the same
    year as Professor Vector, who was also in Gryffindor." He paused, both verbally and
    physically. His steps halting on the grass, the castle beginning to glow as the
    candles and torches began to burst into life within every window. "And your mother."
    He turned his head back to face the Black Lake, a wistful, faraway look coming
    gradually to his face. McGonagall had stopped too, appearing pained and concerned;
    she raised her hand as if to comfort him, but refrained from touching him as she drew
    herself slightly closer. "And James, your father, he was with us too."

    "My dad?"

    Lupin had to strain his ears, superior hearing almost of negligible help with how
    quiet the boy was being. "Yes, Harry, your dad. He was my friend, did you know?"
    Harry shook his head, eyes wide and glistening. "It was always four of us. Always the
    four. Me, hah, I was always trying to keep them out of trouble. Your father and
    Sirius, I mean."

    "Wait," Harry interrupted, "Sirius Black." His jaw opened slightly with shock. "My
    dad was friends with Black? But I thought…"

    "Thought he was always evil?" Remus' chuckle turned dry. "No, Harry. Or maybe he
    was fooling us all. Fooling me. Fooling your dad. Fooling…"

    He went quiet. As silent as the grave.

    "Fooling who, sir?" There was no response. "Sir?" Harry was worried. There was a
    crazed look that had been born in Lupin's eyes. The pupils dilated and his teeth were
    beginning to make a grinding sound. "Sir, you're scaring me."

    "Remus?!" McGonagall shot her head upwards. "It's only a half-moon? Remus, what's
    going on?"

    "Peter Pettigrew."

    He started walking again, however this time it was in a different direction.
    McGonagall and Harry exchanged a brief, slightly confused look between them at the
    erratic, random, behaviour.

    "Professor, I don't know what's going on."

    "Mr Potter, you are not the only one," sighed McGonagall. "Come, I am not leaving
    you out here alone. Not with those creatures about. Maybe you would be able to speak
    to him more candidly than I may."

    He nodded his agreement, and started off after Lupin, having to almost run to keep
    up with the older woman as they began their pursuit.

    They spotted him stood still before the Whomping Willow, a large, overactive, and
    unnecessarily violent tree. "Remus!" Minerva shouted as they closed near him. "What
    madness has overtaken you? Come! Away from that thing!"

    Harry's heartbeats were speeding up. The small race he participated in to get to
    this place, the long, tiring day he had already had, and now a vile sense of unease
    surrounding him had his body fighting against his brain. "Professor," She was ranting
    at the still motionless Lupin and did not hear him. "Professor McGonagall?" He
    tentatively raised his hand, pushing gently on her left elbow to physically get her
    attention.

    "What? What is it Potter?" Her breath halted when she saw him flinch, his feet
    taking him back half a pace away from her. She inhaled a deep breath through her
    nose, slowly exhaling out of her mouth. "I'm sorry, Harry. I did not mean for that to
    come out like that. Please, forgive me."

    "Of- of course, Professor."

    "Now, what is it?"

    "I don't like this. There's something wrong here." His voice cracked a little,
    frustration rolling off of him as he recognised that there was something wrong but
    just could not understand what it was.

    "Harry is right. Something bad is indeed happening here tonight."

    "Remus?" Said man turned fully to see his colleague clearly. The woman blinked
    once, whilst her hand smoothly slid her wand out and into view. "Remus what is going
    on? One moment you were talking to us, the next I find you stood here acting
    incredibly odd." She moved so that Harry was behind her as her arms spread out as if
    to shield him. "Answer me. Now."

    The no nonsense tone did not seem to affect the man as his features remained
    neutral. Harry had been wary of him when he first met Lupin, but over time he had
    warmed to him. Treating him with the same respect as the other staff he had regular
    meetings with. In a way, Harry felt pity for him, though he could not name the
    feeling as it was an almost novel experience for the boy.

    The wind blew gently across the fields as the branches of the sole tree standing
    on a solitary hill creaked and groaned as if waking up.

    "Did you know that your father was an Animagus?" There was silence still from the
    three people there, but Lupin took the confused looks as cause to continue. "He was a
    Stag. Majestic in appearance, and beautiful to look at. It became his Patronus too.
    Then when he taught Lily the charm, hers became the Doe. Such is the duality of the
    Charm. No one can really explain why we have those animals, or why those we love and
    who love us alter what they become.

    "Now Sirius, he was always considered loyal, so I guess that's why his Patronus
    became a dog. Loyal, huh, what a strange concept to have now, in this moment." The
    gears were turning in Harry's head. He was not slow, but there were pieces missing.
    Fleeting moments and comments from Katie popping up in his mind as the words began to
    sink in, and the anxiety was coming back in full force. His eyes widening as bile
    built up in his throat. "Huge. Black as midnight. He would transform himself into
    that dog just to annoy anyone he could." Harry stopped breathing for but a moment.
    His eyes dulled. His hands were shaking. But he was thinking about what he was being
    told and what it was that he was starting to understand. "But Peter… Peter is and
    always has been one. Single. Thing."

    He walked speedily to the base of the tree, and without warning or another word,
    he suddenly vanished as his body appeared to be swallowed by the ground.

    The two wasted no time. The frustration and rush that had overtaken Minerva
    McGonagall caused her to forget that she was charging into the unknown with a student
    by her side.

    Harry, however, went into battle mode. This stress was almost like a balm for him
    as they slid not at all gracefully down a tear into the earth and into the bowels of
    the Willow.

    The dirt slide granted them soil upon their skin and clothes, but Harry did not
    care – he had endured worse.

    Their destination was shown ahead of them, as the walls of the pitch-black tunnel
    were illuminated by two wands shining brightly. The soil and roots gave way to solid
    stone foundation and wooden supports.

    'Why? Why does this always happen to me?' Because it is who you are. 'But
    why me? I just wanted to be normal. To be Just Harry.' That can never happen. The
    kind of person you are… is selfish. You know this. You have always known this. A
    wand-borne light flickered far in front of them. Harry could hear Minerva call out to
    his Defence Professor, but the words were muted. Distant. The walls are closing
    in, Harry. The time is coming. Remember what the Hat told you? Hah, do you remember
    what they used to tell you? How no one was ever
    coming for you? Unwanted. Unneeded. Uncaring. You are selfish, Harry Potter. Because
    you cling to them as if for one fleeting second, they will vanish. Disappear from
    your eyes, your heart, and your life. Is this why you run into the jaws of the
    dragon? Do you anticipate the flames? How they will caress you ever so sweetly? Would
    Remus Lupin do the same for you? Would Ginny have done it before? Would any of them?
    Would they come for you? Poor. Weak. Harry. Potter.

    "You're wrong." The words came as a whisper, dancing on the still air and hovering
    there before him. "You're wrong."

    You are worthless.

    "No, I'm not. Not anymore."

    His Lumos bit harder at the darkness, a concerned McGonagall too focused
    on Lupin as they closed in on him. Harry could see flashes of light hit the floor
    where Lupin was, causing the two of them to hurry quicker down the tunnel.

    No one would care if you vanished. You believe Katie would care? You give off
    the aura of innocence, but you know what she wants, don't you? To use you. Abuse
    you.

    "Katie cares. They all care. Nothing you say to me will tell me otherwise."

    Oh, but Harry you poor deluded fool.

    They were close to an end. He could no longer see any evidence of Lupin beyond
    scorch marks and holes littered below him. They came to a halt at the base of some
    old, rotting wooden stairs. McGonagall put a finger to her lips, finally realising
    that she had dragged her student along with her. There was fear in her eyes, and
    Harry somehow knew that it was not for herself.

    I am you.

    They moved as a pair. Magic quietened the creaking and groaning of the wooden
    steps and floorboards as they moved as one beyond a door. Harry could hear muffled
    words coming from a room down the corridor, two voices speaking in hushed tones.

    "Harry. Mr Potter. Whatever happens now, I am sorry. I was unthinking and it may
    yet be the cause of your coming harm." Harry's breath trapped in his throat, his eyes
    bulging slightly, yet calmed down immediately after he next words. "But I
    will protect you! You have my word. No matter what comes
    next, I will be by your side. I will protect you." An almost unintelligible sentence
    escaped her as her already hushed voice became almost incomprehensible. But Harry's
    spirit soared almost unbidden as his brain attempted to understand it. "This time I
    won't let you down."

    She ran with a speed that Harry did not know she could make. The door to the room
    was ajar and blasted off its hinges as she shoulder barged her way in. A single wand
    raised itself in defiance, yet Minerva McGonagall was quicker. So much quicker.

    "Well, well," Harry crept up behind her, unable to hide his shock at seeing the
    man standing alongside Remus Lupin. There was a look of terror in the mans face, but
    sadness, rage, and desperation. McGonagall was calm as she collected her words. She
    was almost too calm. "Hello again, Sirius."

    "C'mon Minnie, jus-just put the wand down. Let me explain."

    Her glare sharpened, eyes becoming slits as the predator nature of her inner
    Animagus came to the forefront. "Explain? Explain!?" Harry cringed at the out of
    place, sardonic laughter she was emitting. "Explain this to me then, Sirius! Explain
    to me how your actions got Lily and James killed! Explain to me why their son
    suffered so much because you were the darkness that everyone thought you
    were. Explain to me, right now, why I shouldn't just drop you where you stand!"

    Harry was dazed. There was so much to unpack all at once. The way Minerva
    McGonagall was acting was not something that he understood; he understood the concept
    of rage, but in the face of the information he had just learned… "My parents… died…
    because of you?"

    "Yes, Harry, because of this, this… this monster. He sold out Lily and James to
    He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named. He told him where they were. And because of him… they died
    because he was nothing more than evil!"

    Harry looked, really looked at the broken shell of a man. His eyes were
    full of hope and wonder. Either Azkaban had broken him completely, or the dog that
    had become his friend had a bigger secret to tell.

    "Professor, please. Let him talk."

    "Harry," Black croaked in a voice unused for so long. "So much like her. So much
    like Lily."

    McGonagall was shaking. Harry knew not whether it was fury or despair, but she
    nodded stiffly, still covering her charge. Lupin, standing wandless, held tight his
    robe in clenched fists, covering himself away from everyone, and remaining silent.
    "Do not think I have forgotten you either," the woman said sharply. "Do not think for
    a single second that I will forget this betrayal either. After everything I have ever
    done for you, that Albus has ever done. That James ever did."

    Harry knew his teacher's secret. Of course he would. It was not difficult to grasp
    – once again the Wizarding World showed a distinct lack of common sense. But he did
    not care. And it was this logical, Harrylike thinking that was pushing passed the
    rage-induced mind of his other teacher.

    Harry was forgiving, pure, and innocent to a fault. Some may contemplate
    Dumbledore's penchant for gifting second chances, but faced with what lay before him,
    Harry's soul became verbal. "Tell me." It was soft, gentle, and soothing to hear, and
    Sirius brightened at the words uttered by the son of his greatest friend. "I want to
    know everything."

    "I told you Sirius, did I not just now tell you? The best of both of them."

    The man nodded, his gaunt face breaking out into a smile filled with yellowing
    teeth. "I didn't do it." Remus snorted, a leg kicking out at him which led to a
    failed attempt at dodging. "Okay, okay, I get it Moony." He sighed long and hard,
    drawing a deep breath from the thin, emaciated body that became rattling and
    wheezing. "There was one man." Remus withdrew his hands away from his body, both
    cupped together as if holding on to something. "And Moony saw us tonight. He always
    had the best eyes. The best nose. He must have known when he saw me and saw him too.
    There was one man who is to blame." Remus dropped a heavy weight to the breaking
    floorboards, with an echoing thud coming to life as Minerva McGonagall's eyes widened
    and wand travelled away from Remus and Sirius and on to a new target. "I sacrificed
    everything, Harry. And I lost. We all lost." Tiny, wet drops hit wood and dust as his
    words were spoken. "Maybe I am to blame for so much, but now… Now the fire that burns
    in my heart can extinguish. Because he is here, right in front of me! We can do it
    together if you wish?"

    Minerva McGonagall's wand flashed, and Sirius howled, triumphant.

    "Peter! Did you miss me?"
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    "Ah, well of course, Mr Black… we… ah that is to say that we all are truly,
    terribly sorry about all of this nonsense. I mean really! To think that Pettigrew
    was… and all this time." The portly Minister at least seemed to be genuine in his
    apology, but to Harry, Sirius Black just looked like he wanted to be anywhere
    else.

    "12 years I spent there, Fudge. 12 years all I thought about was getting out. To
    freedom."

    "I assume Mr Black has his full freedom now, Minister," Dumbledore spoke coolly
    from beside Sirius. "I do believe that he has paid his dues and then some."

    "Ye- yes, quite right." He coughed fake and loud into a closed fist, his other
    hand twisting and pulling at the bowler hat he had worn the last time Harry saw him
    with what seemed to be so long ago. "However, and I do find it strange to say all
    this, unfortunately you will be unable to be fully compensated for all 12 years spent
    there. There will be 6 years' worth of monetary compensation – the Ministry must be
    seen to pay its dues of course – and I believe that we will front the bill for
    treatment for you. There will be some other things that I believe we can help you
    with, but for now let us just leave it at that shall we?"

    "6 years?" muttered Harry, a little confused. 'Although to be fair, all of today
    has been one confused mess.' "Why 6 years?"

    "And Mr Potter, don't think we've forgotten about our treasure for one second!
    Minerva and Mr Lupin will also be justly rewarded, but I'm not sure what we should do
    for you. Assisting in retrieving an old Death Eater, someone who placed a poor,
    innocent man into such hell. English Seeker, pride of the country, and of course
    destroyer of Dark Lords! But to your question," He turned back to Sirius now his
    pomposity was returning to him. "6 years only, Mr Black. Unfortunately, as one of my
    assistants has kindly informed me, you have committed 3 crimes that actually are
    punishable by imprisonment."

    "3?" Sirius blinked dumbly. His hands were shaking, and his eyes would dart around
    the room, but always constantly finding their conclusion on Harry's tiny form. "I
    don't think there was 3?" Harry had also noticed that for someone who spent so long
    around those demons, he was of strangely sound mind. "Was their 3? 1 maybe. You know,
    on account of the who dog thing…"

    "Yes, well that in itself lands time in Azkaban. However, you have also fled the
    custody of our Auror's, which as you should know, is a crime in of itself. There is
    even the burglary I believe you have been involved in as well as the act of violence
    before your arrest that had many muggles die because of it. Yes, I understand that it
    was for a good cause, but your actions still caused what happened to happen and I
    cannot in good conscience look away from this. The fleeing of Azkaban can be removed
    as your time served should have been over by then, so congratulations for that!"

    Harry's eyes narrowed at the man. He was still so lost. He wanted his bed and his
    friends, and he wanted the warmth that Katie could bring with her soft embrace. He
    was tired and moody; he wanted to sleep and forget about this for the night. 'At
    least no one died this time,' he thought, creating a brief flicker of a smile to
    appear.

    "I have a request, Fudge."

    He bristled slightly at the disrespectful tone but deigned to answer politely. "Of
    course, Mr Black. What is it?"

    For Harry, time stood still. "What?" he whispered, full of hope. "What did you
    say?"

    Sirius repeated his demand, firmer, and more forcefully. "I want to take Harry. I
    am his Godfather, it's what James and Lily wanted if anything were to happen to them.
    And it did, and I failed spectacularly for so long. But I'm here, and I want
    him."

    "Mr Black, I cannot in all good conscience just let you have the Boy-Who-Lived!"
    Harry bristled, a barely perceptible flinch at the title he disliked. Sirius gave him
    a stare that seemed so familiar but so unknown at the same time. "Your mind-!"

    "His mind is clear, Cornelius," Dumbledore interrupted.

    "Albus, you can't be serious!"

    "No, that's me!"

    Harry let out a cross between a hiccough and a snort at the out of place pun,
    which was received very well by the man who made it.

    Dumbledore let out a trademarked grandfatherly chuckle as his eyes closed. "Sirius
    has staved off most of the effects of the Dementors, it seems, by his proficient use
    of the Animagus Transformation. Such things hardwire the brain, nullifying the
    negative effects far more effectively. Not only that, but I am familiar with the
    willpower of the Black's. Such traits exist in bloodlines. Stubbornness and a high
    amount of mental fortitude has been evidenced extremely well in the Black family for
    many generations. Sirius Black is no exception in this case."

    "The public will have my head for this, Albus."

    "I promise to feed him and take him on long walks," Sirius joked. He turned to the
    boy they were discussing. "Would you like to come with me, Harry? Of course, it would
    only be for the holidays. You need to come to school still." He grimaced at the
    thought but was stood ramrod straight.

    'No more Dursley's'. But he could be an enemy. 'Would be any
    worse?' He could. 'He's been around me all year, protecting me.
    Looking out for me. He's been disguised, yes, but he's true. It could be all
    a lie. 'I refuse to believe it. I refuse to accept it. I won't listen to
    you. Not now. Not anymore.'

    "Harry, my boy." Dumbledore appeared to be quite aloof to the situation unfolding
    but beamed wide and true at him. "If you are worried about what I would say, do not
    fret. I am supporting this decision. Now, some may call me mad," Sirius snorted
    loudly, a brief, single 'hah' filling the gaps in speech. "But I truly believe that
    Sirius can look after you, nay, that he will look after you. Far better than anyone
    else. He is nothing but loyal, as we can all clearly see. And what's more, you will
    be able to help him far better than I or anyone else could ever do."

    "My family home is warded to the teeth. I hate that place, but no one in their
    right mind would ever even dream of storming the Black home." He grinned, coming to
    life with each passing second, and Harry could feel his spirits roar and rise as the
    waves of acceptance washed over him. "So, what do you say? Remus would be there with
    us, as much as he can. And Professor Dumbledore, and Minnie could come whenever she
    wanted to, if you're afraid of being alone in a strange place with a strange man.
    Hah! I get it don't stress yourself! And if you wanted your friends over, well, then
    have them over!"

    "Yes." It was pleading and strained, a whisper on the wind. But Sirius stopped and
    stared, a radiant smile encompassing his whole being as he took stock of what Harry
    had just said. "Yes."

    "Splendid!" clapped Dumbledore, startling the others out of their reverie.

    "Yes," Fudge muttered, "Yes, this could be good. I can see the headlines now.
    'Boy-Who-Lived reunited with guardian at last.' With Ministry help, of course."

    "Mr Black will of course require some form of Healer."

    Fudge nodded absentmindedly. "Yes, yes, of course, of course. I will just use the
    floo, get one here as soon as possible. We'll have you tip top in no time, Mr
    Black."

    "I can't wait," Sirius said sourly.

    Dumbledore turned as the Minister left, weariness seeming to settle as he brought
    Harry and Sirius into his field of vision. "Now I believe it is high time I left as
    well. I must get those ghastly creatures off of school property and back to their
    nests." With a whistle on his lips, but a slow strain to his gait, Albus Dumbledore
    left the two alone.

    "So… tell me about school?"

    There was an easy form of conversation that they fell in to. Within minutes Harry
    was giggling and smiling as he sat on the chair next to Sirius' bed within the
    hospital wing, looked over by the school's hawkeyed nurse. The night did not drag,
    but hours had passed and soon the morning sun creeped over the horizon to cover the
    face of a groggily slurring Harry Potter.

    "Get some sleep, Harry." He wringed his hands in the folds of his bedsheets. He
    had learned much over the year from his observations of the boy, and had come to
    several conclusions, but his fears were finalised with his talking with his Godson.
    "I won't be going anywhere. I'm still going to be here when you wake up."

    Harry simply nodded, getting into the bed next to Sirius' at the behest of Madam
    Pomfrey.

    "I would have put you in your designated bed, Mr Potter, however it appears to be
    occupied at the moment."

    A barking laugh resonated inside the room, "Ah, but Pommy, I thought this was
    mine!"

    "Once, maybe, but with you gone, only Mr Potter has been gifted his own bed
    here."

    Harry could only enjoy the banter as his eyes drooped and he entered the doorway
    to dreamland.

    The days after would go smoothly. The whole school was in a state of shock when
    they heard the news of Sirius and Pettigrew, but to some there was only concern.
    Harry's friends had to form a queue outside the hospital wing when they found Harry
    was in there, only to be turned away by an entering Remus Lupin.

    "He is well, just tired and resting. I'm sure you can talk to him later."

    They cornered him in the Common Room, but there was only affection there. Each one
    knew how much Harry had desired a place to call his own, and a family to come with
    it.

    "I have a family now," he told them. "I never realised it before, but I have one,
    and that is all that matters."

    He felt it inside the deep parts of his soul. He had brothers and sisters. Aunt's
    and Uncles. Each one had wormed their way into his life and filled the holes that had
    been torn into him by the world and its unfairness. But now he had Sirius, and even
    though the time he had come to truly know him was so brief, he was quickly becoming
    this thing that was so integral to his new outlook and life.

    A mind healer had visited Sirius, with a visit from a stern woman calling herself
    Amelia Bones, and gave him the all clear to be able to officially take Harry as his
    own. There were some stipulations, such as twice-weekly trips to St Mungo's for what
    amounted for Wizarding Therapy, and a vast number of other things, but come the end
    of the school year, Sirius was to be reunited with Harry.

    "It'll be alright, Pup. These next few weeks are part of the deal. They want me to
    have some sort of treatment at Mungo's to get myself ready. Plus, I need to sort my,
    our, home out. Hah! Never thought I'd be going back to that place,
    but here we are."

    Dumbledore was to be the one to escort him to his treatment and was currently
    giving them some privacy as Harry began to feel the emotions well up inside. 'A
    home…'

    Sirius' arms enclosed around him as he crouched down. Harry wondered if this was
    what a father's hug felt like. It was tender and protective, a barrier against all
    ills of the world.

    "I'll be seeing you soon, Pup." He pulled back, looking over at Katie Bell who was
    standing just a few feet away from the pair. "Look after him."

    She nodded, stepping forward to replace his warmth, her arms encircling Harry
    neck, her chin resting atop his as she stared Sirius dead in the eyes. "Always."

    Harry saw Sirius flinch, looking distantly away, but smiling sadly at a thought he
    did not share. "Good. You've got good friends, Pup. Good family."

    Harry looked down, the burning behind his eyes matching Sirius'. "I know."

    Sirius ruffled his hair, an act that over the last few weeks of getting to know
    his Godson, was secretly immensely enjoyed by the boy.

    With a wink and a nod, he turned and walked away, saying something to the
    Headmaster that had him chortling away.

    Katie's grasp upon him tightened, and Harry revelled in this warmth, finding a
    form of serenity mixing with loss at the same time. She kissed the top of his head,
    finding her voice to be the first to speak. "Come on then, Harry." She took his hand
    in her own, lacing their fingers together and pulling him back towards the castle.
    When he dutifully followed, she loosened her grip on his hand and began to idly
    stroke his fingers with her thumb. "The others are waiting."

    With one last glance behind him, Harry leaned closer to his friend, a beatific
    smile on his face, and never before had Katie found his joy to be so beautiful to
    behold.
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    Harry knew that Sirius would be watching him, his letters had told him so at
    least. Yet it was still a large surprise when he saw him in private box at the top of
    the stadium, Albus Dumbledore and Filius Flitwick flanking either side of him. Harry
    could hear the whooping and Hollering of the man, and in doing so raised Harry higher
    than ever before.

    Harry flew as if dancing, nothing but grace filling his being as the Firebolt
    beneath him was nothing more than an extension of himself. The crowd vanished in his
    eyes and heart, with the only passing thing remaining being the knowledge of those he
    cared for. His apathy for all else grew stronger and stronger, creating a beacon of
    oneness that disregarded all else.

    There had always been joy in the air, feeling the harsh kiss of the sky, the speed
    of his blood pumping in his veins, and the electric heat massaging everything inside
    of him. However, this was different. A gap that had existed before he even knew about
    it was now filled, and he could not explain it for the life of him.

    The opposing Seeker, apparently only 19, one of the youngest in the world
    alongside himself, was smirking in a friendly way. His grin was warlike but not
    hostile. He knew that this would be a strong contest and had concluded already that
    Harry was not going to be an easy opponent.

    Apparently, according to Fay in his pre-match pep talk with the girl back at
    Hogwarts a few days before, Poland had a history of playing fast, and playing to win.
    This was the furthest the nation had ever got in the World Cup and they were aiming
    for victory.

    The Polish Seeker nodded his head in respect, to which Harry responded in kind;
    there was a drop in sound and iron could be tasted in his mouth as the world around
    him faded from view. His senses seemed heightened, and time appeared to slow to a
    crawl as the Snitch was released from its confines. He could imagine the twins
    cheering as loud as Sirius was right then, and Flitwick jumping on his seat with an
    English flag wrapped across his body. He could almost see Fay jumping from her seat
    screaming at the wireless in his support, Oliver Wood doubling the volume to vast
    levels. And there, Katie was staring intently at the machine broadcasting the match
    to the world, her hands clenched into fists as she was mouthing words that he could
    not hear.

    The whistle's vibrations were strummed through air and rain, the clouds descending
    low above them within the French mountain-based arena. He inhaled slowly,
    methodically exhaling as he calmed and became at peace. His eyes crawled open, green
    glowing in the grey haze of the world. The golden ball fled from sight, but he was
    ready. In this moment, once more, he was no longer Harry Potter, Boy-Who-Lived. He
    was Harry Potter, Seeker for the English Quidditch Team.

    Magic thrummed the strings of his body, commanding the actions he took. Instinct
    guided him as the match took longer and longer to play. Hours went by. More. And
    more. Until the day became night and Harry could fly no longer, being replaced by the
    reserve Seeker, an older girl who had never expected to be flying in the
    semi-finals.

    More time passed them by, and Harry awoke as rested and refreshed as could be. The
    score was almost even, with England just barely in the lead as both teams were almost
    equally matched. He could see Sirius lolling in his seat, Flitwick napping where he
    sat, and when he returned to the air, he bellowed a stream of boyish laughter at the
    sight of Albus Dumbledore in a transfigured, luxurious king-sized bed, a nightgown
    and facemask on as he slept dead to the world.

    The Polish side had also swapped out their Seeker, to a woman who was darting in
    and out of the English and Polish Seekers, arm held to her chest in what appeared to
    be pain.

    It lasted for 19 more goals and several more hours but then it was over. Harry had
    a weakly fluttering Snitch held tightly in his tired hands and a smile on his face
    which grew ever wider when he saw Sirius sprinting toward him looking so much
    healthier than when he had seen him last.

    "Harry that was amazing! Insane! Albus told me how brilliant you are, but to see
    it for myself!" Sirius laughed freely, picking a smelly, sweaty, and exhausted Harry
    up by his armpits, spinning him in a circle before bringing him in for a tight
    hug.

    It brought Harry warmth; there was a unique feeling that he had only experienced
    with one other and it was almost intoxicating. When Sirius put him down, a hollowness
    began to open up inside him, before being immediately clamped down. He was too happy
    to listen to the demands of his head, and instead chose to let his heart do his
    thinking.

    "C'mon then, lets get you back to Hogwarts. I'll be seeing you in a few days
    anyway." Harry sighed in contentment as he remembered that for once, just once, the
    Dursley's were no longer an option. "Owl me what you want to eat that night. I'm
    thinking definitely a takeaway, but what is the question! It's been so long since
    I've had Thai, but there's nowhere that I know nearby… Or Chinese! How about it?"

    "I… I've never had it? Is it good?"

    "Hah! Is it good?" They came to the floopoint to head Harry back to Hogwarts.
    Along the way they had been almost cornered by photographers and journalists
    attempting to swarm the two. It was the timely intervention of the security of the
    stadium, and the interaction of the three passing English Chasers that stopped a
    scene from unfurling. Harry was famous, and Sirius' story had reached even here over
    the Channel. "Harry, look at me." He had not meant to shout at the boy, but he was
    excitable, especially now when the thing he thought most of all in the last 12 years
    was becoming a true reality. "I'm not them. I never will be them." He placed a still
    thin hand upon his Godson's shoulder, and Harry accepted the strange warmth that he
    had craved since he could remember. "I can't be an uncle, never can and never will.
    And I can't be your dad… I could never take that away from James. Never." His eyes
    softened and Harry drew closer to the man, this strange bond they had formed in such
    a short amount of time may have disagreed with many, but Harry trusted this man. And
    Harry was slow to trust, and his observational powers of insight were near second to
    none.

    "I know, Sirius, but," his voice trailed to a whisper, a serene look gracing him.
    "I am still happy."

    Their goodbye was short, as it was a 'see you late' as apposed to a farewell. When
    Harry stumbled out of the Hogwarts floo and into the Headmasters office, he was
    immediately greeting with congratulations from the Headmaster's portraits. He nodded
    in thanks, and trudged out of the room, down the winding stairs, and back into the
    main sections of the school.

    The students parted like a ship on the waves, melting around him as he walked.
    Hushed whispers followed him as he took step after step in the direction of his bed.
    Hopefully, the twins would have taken food directly from the kitchens because he was
    starving and the thought of eating so close to his final destination felt too
    appealing to pass up.

    The roar was deafening when he stepped through the portrait hole, traversing from
    quiet into thunderous in a split second.

    It dawned on him quickly. Angelina sped up to him, draping a scarf around his neck
    decked out with the English colours of red and white. She pecked both of his cheeks
    with some vigour, whooping away with the rest of them. Fay was just as vicious and
    just as excited. Her lunge toward him nearly bowled over a dozen cheering students
    who had to come close to reverently pat him on the back or attempt to shake his
    hand.

    Katie sidled up to him as Fay held on to him like a limpet, crying tears of wonder
    at how she was friends with such a person as he.

    Katie shook her head with an amused smile as the music began to play and the smell
    of firewhiskey and butterbeer wafted throughout the room. Her right hand cupped his
    cheek as her thumb gently began brushing against his face. She leaned in, placing a
    long kiss upon his brow followed by a whisper in his ear that he could not make out
    due to the noise.

    Harry was dragged to an armchair by the fireplace, roughly had a butterbeer shoved
    into his hands by a waiting Oliver Wood who was bouncing up and down in delight. His
    stomach rumbled and he turned to ask where the twins were. They were up to him in a
    second, and after explaining his hunger, they exchanged equal looking grins and
    vanished into the crowd. About 30 minutes later, they reappeared with baskets of food
    to a much appreciative Harry.

    He smiled wide, bright, and content as the food settled in his stomach and the
    soothing heat of the flames touched his face. The butterbeer glass slid from his hand
    slowly, clattering to the floor. Katie and Neville turned to the sharp noise and
    relaxed when they saw the look of pure happiness on their friends face as he quietly
    snored away, oblivious and dead to the world.
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    The train ride back from Hogwarts at the end of the year was almost an anomaly to
    Harry – for a start, the Circle was separated amongst the train.

    In the last few days, Harry was constantly swarmed by the student populace,
    congratulating, and welcoming him with a near unmatched severity like he had never
    experienced before. It was getting so bad that he was forced to hole himself up in
    his dormitory each day so as to avoid the adoring fans. That wasn't to say that he
    did not appreciate the attention, he just found it all so draining that he could not
    cope with it anymore.

    Katie, Neville, and Fay had been his bedrocks in those solitary hours. Fred and
    George would alternate bringing him his meals from downstairs, whilst the rest
    attempted to direct the rest of the world away.

    It was on the night before leaving that Harry was playing a form of catch with
    Neville, sitting on their own beds facing each other as they tossed a fluttering
    snitch between the two of them. "So… tomorrow."

    Harry raised an eyebrow at his friend. Neville looked sheepish and rubbed the back
    of his head. Harry knew his friend was still awkward around people, living with a
    domineering relative as his own would be most likely the cause, but Harry had known
    Neville long enough to know what he wanted to say without him even saying it.

    "Sirius will be picking me up from the station."

    Neville nodded once. "And then you'll be heading back with him? How do you
    feel?"

    "Like I'm about to burst?" Neville laughed quietly at his friend's honesty. "It'll
    be okay, Harry, trust me. I can't wait for you to be able to have a home, one that's
    away from what you lived in before."

    Harry jumped in, a squeak in his words as he verbalised his thoughts. "But what if
    he doesn't like me living there? I can't go back, Nev. I won't go back there."

    Neville agreed with him. The anticipation of living with Sirius had made Harry
    appear almost lighter in spirit.

    However, Neville was two carriages away, sat with Fay and some Hufflepuffs.
    Neville saw the logic in their separation – if the students are hunting for Harry,
    then the first places they would look would be for the places where those who are
    usually found with him would be. Harry appreciated the thought, but felt almost empty
    at the lack of boisterousness and joviality and peace that everyone would usually
    bring him. Fay had agreed with him wholeheartedly, as she was dragged almost kicking
    and screaming away from Harry's current compartment by a laughing Fred and
    George.

    The twins were their own style of madness, but the whole idea of this was their
    own. As the train trundled on, they were inflicting their own brands of chaos for the
    sole purpose of distracting others away from their 'Ickle Harrikins.'

    The others were basing themselves with their other friends, happy to help Harry,
    as well as hang out with students outside of Harry's Circle. Cedric Diggory stopped
    by a couple of times, once to simply say hello as he walked past, and another to sit
    and chat for a while. Harry enjoyed the boy's company and wondered if their growing
    friendship would extend for another year.

    Katie, however, refused to leave his side. Yes, she had other friends, and even a
    best friend in a girl called Leanne in her year, but nothing could rip her away from
    'Her Harry' on his way out of school. She sat close to him the whole time, doing
    everything she could to tear his mind away from what was going to happen. He had been
    nervous since getting on the train, as even Tracey and her friend Lilith Moon could
    tell by his constant fidgeting in their shared compartment on the way home.

    In almost no time at all, with shared glares to each other forgotten by Katie and
    Tracey, the four of them disembarked the train, with a surreptitious hug thrown onto
    Harry by Tracey just before exiting through the door. Harry breathed deeply, his face
    contorting to pure joy when he saw a much healthier Sirius Black standing robed on
    the platform, parents and students alike giving him a wide berth as they talked
    behind their hands.

    "Harry, Pup!" he shouted excitedly as Harry quickened his pace to give his new
    guardian an embrace. "You ready to go?" Harry nodded and turned back to where he knew
    his friends would be looking at him. Sirius gave a perceptibly nod to Katie, who
    smiled at the duo and blew a slow kiss at his Godson who reddened in return. "A
    ladies man just like me, hah, making me proud already, Pup."

    Harry could feel tingles in his chest at such words. Hearing them from a teacher,
    from a friend, established different emotions that what was happening to him now.
    "Thank you, Sirius. I mean it, I really do. For taking me in, and for wanting
    me…"

    "Never thank me for this, Pup. This has been my dream for years. To look after
    James' son, to have him like mine own. I told you before that I won't replace James,
    but that doesn't mean you aren't as a son to me as any child I could ever have."

    Harry nodded, face blank but inside was a whole different story.

    "And who is that over there who keeps looking at you?" Harry turned behind him to
    see Tracey, red-faced as she greeted two people who must have been her parents. She
    gave Harry a tiny wave and a small smile before following the woman away from the
    bustle of the crowded platform. Sirius gave a low whistle, a grin forming as he
    looked at Harry. "A Slytherin, eh? A real ladies man now. Hmm, give the girl green
    eyes instead of brown and she would look just like Lily, or as close as possible I
    guess." He took Harry's trunk from him, trundling it behind them as they walked
    away.

    Harry waved and mouthed his goodbyes as he passed his friends. Arthur and Molly
    Weasley walked up to them as they were leaving, their children following in their
    wake. Molly gave him a powerful, slightly uncomfortable, but much appreciated hug,
    while Arthur gave a gentle pat on his shoulder and quick handshake to follow his
    goodbye.

    As they entered the wall, coming out onto the Muggle platform, Harry stood with
    shock when he saw the Dursley's waiting for him. A thousand thoughts flew through his
    head, each one becoming darker than the last, until…

    "Oh, Mr Dursley, and Petunia Evans? It has been so, so long since I last saw the
    two of you. How have you been? Keeping well I hope." His grin was palpable, and Harry
    was starting to catch up. "It must have slipped my mind, because you see, I've heard
    a lot of things about you. Don't worry, good things, or not. But anyway, Harry's
    coming to live with me now, so don't worry your pretty little heads about him
    anymore, got it?"

    "Now listen here you Freak!"

    "Sorry, what? I can't hear you." Harry giggled when Sirius silence his uncle when
    his hand slid into his sleeve, covering everything except the tip of what could only
    be his wand. "Anyway, gotta go, need to show Harry around and all that. Plus, I've
    got a couple of people for him to meet that really can't be put off." His finger went
    to his chin as he paused for a second. "And there's Chinese tonight too! I've got the
    menu's but can't decide what to have. I'm hoping Ted will be enough help."

    They exited the station, Sirius leading Harry by his arm, moving at Harry's pace
    instead of his own. "Have you ever apparated before, Pup?"

    "Is that why you're taking me into this alleyway?"

    "Don't make it sound so seedy," Sirius groaned. "But yes, we need to be out of
    view of Muggles before we do this. So, um, I'm guessing you haven't then?"

    "It's a good thing I'm here then isn't it?" came a voice from deeper down the
    path.

    "Professor Lupin!" cried Harry in surprise.

    The man simply chortled good-naturedly. "It's Remus now, Harry. It turns out that
    Severus was most displeased with Sirius, being my friend, was released from custody.
    You were within the dorms I believe when word started to spread about my, ah,
    condition."

    "Fucking Snivellus."

    "Sirius, language!"

    "Bite me wolfie, you know I speak English."

    His only response to that was an audible slap to the head and a pitiful whine.
    Remus shook his head and took in the son of his best friend. He frowned at the sight
    of the overly large clothes that seemed more like rags and cast offs than anything
    else. "Sirius can only barely apparate right now, so I'm not trusting him with anyone
    else right now, so it's going to be me that takes you to home today." Remus reached
    into his pocket to reveal a piece of parchment. "Here, Harry, you need to read this
    before we go. There's external anti-apparition wards built into the house's
    foundation and a Fidelus in place, so we can't go straight into the property. Have to
    go in through the front door instead."

    Harry read the parchment that was now in his hands. "Grimmauld Place?"

    He was unable to speak as he felt as though he was in multiple places at once,
    thrown about this way and that until he found his feet buckling beneath him as he
    collapsed into Remus' waiting arms.

    "Never again," he moaned, finding severe distaste with what had just happened.

    Sirius was chuckling loudly alongside Remus, his arms coming around both their
    shoulders as he stared at a door that was appearing before him out of nowhere.
    "Reminds me of James, you remember, Wolfie? How he would bitch and moan about
    Portkeys and Apparition. But Lily, she took to it like a fish to water, always
    bouncing this way and that…"

    Harry was silent, not just because he was trying to catch his breath still, but
    also that strange addiction to finding out information on the two people he still
    could not make his mind up on. "You live here?" he said when he found his voice once
    more.

    "No, Pup, we live here."

    Sirius opened the door, putting his finger to his lips as he pointed at what
    appeared to be a sleeping portrait. He had already pre-warned Harry on the menace to
    his peace and quiet, but it did not hurt to remind him. They crept down the hallway,
    stopping in front of a large set of double doors, which Sirius opened slowly and
    carefully. He ushered Harry in, Remus bringing up the rear with Harry's belongings.
    Even Hedwig was being silent, following her human's lead as she refused to utter a
    sound.

    The door closed behind them and Harry felt the brush of magic over his skin as he
    recognised the silencing wards kick in. He surveyed a living area, three figures
    dotting the room all staring at the new entrants.

    "Harry," Sirius spoke softly to him, both hands on his shoulders as he stood
    behind him. "Id like you to meet some important people."

    "Important?" he asked warily.

    "Oh, ignore him," came a kind voice from the eldest female of the new trio. She
    had welcoming eyes and a small, natural smile that set him at ease almost instantly.
    "I'm Andromeda, Harry. Sirius," she shot her eyes lovingly but exasperatedly at the
    man, "is my cousin, so we'll be dropping by every now and then if that isn't too much
    for you."

    "Um, no, of course not, Mrs Andromeda."

    Her laughter was bell-like, but not unkind. "No, no, it's Andromeda, or Andi if
    you prefer. I had to put up with that manic buffoon calling me that for so long, I
    think I've almost missed it."

    "It's good to finally meet you, lad," the new man said.

    "And this is my husband, Ted. Trust me on this, you'll soon get bored of Siri and
    his ways, so you'll probably be more familiar by the week's end."

    "Andi, you wound me," Sirius cried out dramatically, eliciting a quiet giggle from
    Harry as he began to settle his nerves.

    "And this," Andromeda gestured to a young woman who was getting up from what must
    have been a very cosy chair, "Is our daughter, Nymphadora."

    The now introduced Nymphadora walked over to him, her hair cycling through a
    variety of colours before settling on an emerald green. "'Wotcher, Harry, name's
    Nymphadora but please, please, don't call me that."

    "How did you do that?" he asked, politely but with not a little bit of awe.

    She smirked, growing and shortening her hair, her eyes flickering from a deep blue
    to a sickly yellow to a bright purple. "I'm a Metamorphmagus, Harry. It means I can
    change my appearance no problem at all. No wand, no potion. Just a thought and…" Her
    hair changed to a bright white, straightening out and growing to just above her
    waist, "ta da!"

    "That's so cool," he muttered.

    "I should be saying this about you. You have no idea how much the Auror's talk
    about you. I mean, dragging us kicking and screaming into the finals! No idea how
    long it's been since that happened but holy hell it's brilliant."

    He blushed bright red, and not just because the girl had got very close into his
    personal space. "Ye-yeah, thank you, Dora. I'm not as great as that, I just like
    flying and, well, I guess I'm just good at it. But thank you. Really."

    "What did you just call me?" she asked suddenly. "Did you just call me Dora? No
    one calls me Dora. Its always Tonks. That's what everyone knows me as, not
    Dora."

    Harry almost dropped; his vision began to darken as an anxiety blew up throughout
    his being. He could see the nice woman, Andromeda, begin to move toward him, Sirius'
    face was becoming a snarl as he glared at Nymphadora with a growing rage. 'No. No.
    No. Not again. Not again. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry!"

    Without any warning he was pulled face first into the girls' chest, having the
    life squeezed out of him. His breath stuck and he went limp as he believed that maybe
    he had traded one prison for another.

    "I love it! Oh, my days, aren't you just so cute!" He almost went into shock, not
    quite believing what he was hearing. His heartbeat began to slow as he understood
    that this was a good thing that was occurring to him. The now
    named Dora pulled him back enough to get a good look at his face, her lips pursed as
    she took her time to think. A smile formed as she looked at him, which was mirrored
    by Harry as they stared at each other unblinkingly. She turned to look at the adults
    in the room, pulling Harry into another death hug, her grip increasing as she felt
    small shakes from his tiny body. "I'm keeping him, Sirius. Harry's mine now." She
    stuck her tongue out at the man and turned back to Harry. "I've always wanted to have
    a little brother!"

    Harry's boyish laughter was one of the sweetest things the girl had ever heard,
    and the sound of it was music to Sirius' ears.

    Author's Notes:

    So, book 3 is finally over. Book 4 will be coming at some point, but I'm
    in no rush at the moment. The story of Harry and company will continue, but I need to
    go over my notes as to how I am going to proceed. Like, I have a template down for
    the key things I want to write, I just need to introduce some little things to flesh
    them out. Still, it's going to be great fun… eventually.

    Next Chapter: World Cup

  


  
    31. World Cup
  

  
    Author's Note: I do not own Harry Potter

    Dora's face was funny. At least, the gobsmacked look she was showing was enough to
    break Harry out into a quiet laughter that was quickly followed by both Sirius and
    Ted.

    "You've gotta be shitting me."

    "No, Tonksey, Harry is not, as you said, 'shitting you',' Sirius said through
    exhales of humour.

    "Do you not want to go?" asked Harry, an audible sadness easily spotted by all
    present.

    Dora was quick to establish the truth, however. "No, no, no, no, not what I meant,
    its not how it came out. Ugh, crap, I'm bad at this whole big sis thing, aren't I?"
    She drew him in to her chest, a habit that she had easily formed on the day of their
    meeting, a cosiness of something Harry now had familiarity with enough to enjoy it.
    "I'm just shocked is all. I though that the only way I'd be able to watch it is if I
    picked up extra shifts doing security for it. I've got Holiday Time saved up, plenty
    that I haven't taken over the last few years. I mean, I was going to do it anyway to
    spend time with you, but I mean just… wow. I just can't believe it, its mental."

    Harry wondered how everyone else was going to take his requests – that morning
    Harry had sent out many invites to attend the final match that was to be taking place
    on the following Thursday; it was unfortunate that the Full Moon was hitting not too
    long after, so Remus was going to be enjoying a relaxing time on his own at Grimmauld
    and would listen to it on the Wireless instead.

    Sirius had just grinned that grin of his, asking only if it would be the VIP box
    only because he would be relaxing in luxury while the Minister, his new favourite
    thing to attempt to annoy other than Tonks, would be lower than he. Mr and Mrs elder
    Tonks were not Quidditch fans but appreciated the offer to go.

    "I think we might be a bit beyond the point for large gatherings like that, not
    that we, I, don't appreciate the gesture, Harry. I just think that I and Ted can
    still support you from the comfort of our home."

    Harry had been more than understanding, simply asking them to enjoy their night in
    together, to which Harry simply received a motherly kiss to his temple which had him
    almost go into shock. Luckily, Sirius was in the room when he asked the pair and was
    easily able to coerce Harry back to the realm of normality.

    "Sirius…"

    "I know, Pup."

    Sirius had sat in a comfortably chair, almost laid out on the floor, for the whole
    night, right next to Harry's bed. His hand had taken the boy's in his own and Sirius
    was forced to hold his anger in until Nymphadora Tonks came the next day to see the
    little Potter. Sometimes he forgot that Harry was, not damaged, but different to most
    other kids his age. Tonks had sussed it out almost immediately that something was
    wrong, an instant bond between the two had formed and it came with an
    overprotectiveness that even Remus was shocked by.

    This led to right at that moment when Harry had asked his new big sister if she
    had wanted to come, and of course her answer was yes.

    Harry felt a connection with the girl in a way that had just been right.
    The only other person that this crazily powerful bond had similarities with, was the
    one that existed already between Katie and himself. In both he felt secure, cared
    for, and wanted. That did not diminish the beautiful relationships that had been
    built of he and his Circle, but this was something unique. Sirius was Sirius, and
    already Harry was wondering if this would have been how he and his real father would
    have been together… But what Harry and Tonks, and Harry and Katie had was just so
    different. Not greater or lesser than he and his Godfather, but different in a
    way that Harry would awaken with a scream because his dreams of losing them felt so
    real and painful. It frightened him. But Sirius would always be there to explain
    things to him and help him understand that these emotions were normal for a boy in
    his position.

    And Sirius… was the greatest thing to happen to Harry in his life. The familial
    father and son act that they danced around was one thing, but to Harry, Sirius was
    now his hero. Sirius Black had rescued him, wanted him in his life, tried to be a
    parent (which was more than he could say about them), and gave him a home. A
    real, true, home. One that was not a thousand-year-old castle that he dreaded to ever
    leave. A home that Harry wanted to be in, even with the dust, grime, and saturation
    of darkness. Sirius, the Tonks', and Remus, along with his constant visits from his
    friends, drowned out the dark with their light.

    "Um, Dora," the girl had not let go of him yet, and he was blushing brightly.
    "I've got a couple more training sessions left. Sirius is busy with something, so I
    was wondering if maybe you wanted to come? You-you don't have to, but I'd like it if
    it was you."

    She placed feather light lips on top of his head, with a gentle caress from the
    bottom of his neck to the top of his ear. "Of course, I will, silly. Just need to ask
    and Super Tonks will be right there!"

    Harry giggled, an action that brought a smile to all in the room.

    "So, when is it? This weekend?"

    Harry nodded, "Saturday morning. It'll only be for a few hours, so if you get
    bored it won't be too long."

    "Not sure I'll be bored of watching you fly lil bro. I'm definitely gonna enjoy
    it, just you wait." She perked up, excitement flooding her body once again as the
    thought of the impending World Cup Final being within reach. "And I'm defo gonna
    enjoy watching you play, too!"

    It was Dora that accompanied Harry to the brand-new stadium, "Fills a thousand,
    bro, absolutely mental," the evening before the day of the match. She had a tight
    grip on his hand with her own as they took the Portkey to the entrance to the
    campsite and would not let go as she pulled him along to where Sirius had reserved
    their spot.

    "I know that you've got lodgings and stuff, but I have a feeling you'd be staying
    here with us," she was talking a mile a minute, but Harry had had practice with the
    Weasley twins over three years so could easily keep up. "Sirius apparently got
    someone to set the tent up, expanded huge inside! Should be fun though, can't really
    wait, haha!"

    In what seemed like no time at all, the duo stopped before an unassuming, generic
    looking, green tent. It appeared slightly larger than a normal one, but Harry had
    been told of the magics inside, and with a friendly nod and a grin to Dora who was
    holding the tent-flap open for him, he stepped inside.

    "Err, where are you sleeping, Dora?" he asked as he checked out the much larger
    inside, noting quite quickly that there was only one bed inside. "Do you want me to
    sleep on the," he glanced over to his right, a bit bemused by a whole living room
    including carpets and a burning fireplace, "sofa?"

    "Nah, it's cool, bro," she grinned a little mischievously, "Sirius ain't here 'til
    tomorrow, and he trusted me to look after you." A half-hearted complaint started from
    Harry, but Tonks shut him up with a wave of his hand. "And before you start off about
    'where am I going to sleep?' and so on and so on. You'll be bunking with me for the
    next couple of nights."

    Harry sputtered out an attempt at a response but could not string two words
    together. Dora simply laughed merrily and pulled him outside. She drew out her wand
    and within minutes there was a roaring bonfire with long benches formed in a circle
    around it. The two participated in their own little barbecue, sitting in comfortable
    silences, warm hugs, and honest, true, conversations that kept on going until Dora
    and Harry's eyes began to droop and the feeling of tiredness started to consume
    them.

    Harry changed from his now new clothing, that Dora had helped him pick out and
    buy, into a new set of pyjama shirt and shorts, and got into the comfortable double
    bed, sighing with satisfaction as he did. His brand new glassed were removed and
    placed by the side of the bed

    "Budge up, it may be summer but it's bloody cold in here."

    Harry cracked an eye and froze when he spotted Dora get into bed with him, clad in
    an ungodly small pair of shorts and a (too) tight top that ended just above her belly
    button. He shifted slightly to the right and stayed stock-still as he was pulled into
    her arms.

    "Harry, you need to relax, or you won't sleep very well," she whispered (too)
    close to his ear. "It's okay. It's just you and me, alright? You know I would never
    hurt you." Harry spotted her out of the corner of his eye as her face turned
    determined in the dim light. "Never."

    It took Harry several minutes, but he started to relax, just as Dora said. The
    stiffness went away in his muscles, and he tossed and turned a little as he tried to
    get comfortable. In the end, Dora shifted him on to his side, his back pressed to her
    front and her arms wrapped across his torso, her breath tickling the back of his neck
    slightly in an almost comforting way. And Harry felt warm, cradled in this position
    he could not help the unbidden streams of tears descend. A hard kiss was placed on
    the back of his head and Dora gripped tighter, making Harry's feeling of being
    protected grow and grow and grow.

    He slept well that night. Better than he had for a long time as the nightmares did
    not even make a fleeting visit.

    The next morning, Harry awoke slowly, yawning cutely (in Dora's honest opinion)
    with a feeling of being fully well rested. Dora still had a firm hold of him and as
    Harry turned slightly, spotting a genuinely smiling Sirius waving at him with a
    finger to his lips, he took a look at an almost unrecognisable girl asleep before
    him.

    She looked almost like a female, healthy, Sirius, with wavy shoulder length black
    hair, high cheekbones, a thin but aristocratically beautiful face. Harry released a
    breath he did not know he was holding as he saw the beauty that was holding him ever
    so tight.

    "Harry?" she asked groggily, her voice slurring slightly as she started to wake
    up. She froze as she stretched backwards, her arms no longer holding on to him. Her
    head snapped to both he and Sirius, who was now sat eating a bowl of cereal. She took
    hold of a lock of her hair, and Harry noticed the grey eyes for the first time and
    could only think one word, 'beautiful.'

    "This must be what Tonksey really looks like," said Sirius between mouthfuls of
    his breakfast. "When I walked in here this morning, wasn't really expecting to see my
    Godson in bed with an older woman," his trademark grin reappeared as he swallowed the
    last of his food. "Even more when I saw Nymphadora fully revealed like this."

    "You won't tell anyone!" she shouted, and it was not a request.

    Sirius simply raised a free hand, a faux look of fear as he rolled his eyes.

    "Why don't you use your normal look, Dora?" asked Harry gently. Her eyes locked to
    his own, a faint spatter of red dusted both their cheeks as she scratched her cheek
    and tried to look away.

    "I don't like it, Harry. Never have."

    It may have seemed like a simple enough explanation, but Harry knew exactly what
    it was to lie to oneself. He simply fell into a hug, quick and simple, and left the
    bed to get ready for his day.

    "He doesn't even know who she is," he heard Sirius say as he walked into a
    bathroom, which included a large shower that was calling Harry's name. Before the
    water turned on, drowning out their conversation, Harry heard what he said next. "He
    won't even know what she looks like, so I don't think you need to-"

    The water cascaded down him, waking him up fully as the morning light hit his eyes
    through an enchanted window at the top of the "room".

    Harry tried to put the conversation he was probably not meant to hear out of his
    mind as he thought back to what was quite possibly the most comfortable night's sleep
    he had ever had. Yes, Katie and he had slept in the same bed together before, but
    that was a rarity and the number of times it had occurred he could count on a single
    hand. The way that it had felt those times were of a strange comfort, something he
    could not place but tried to understand… With Dora, however, it was as if a
    long-forgotten memory had resurfaced as she had cradled him in her arms. He could
    picture the content look on her face, the way her breath and hair sweetly tickled his
    neck, and the dichotomy of her hard yet tender holding of him.

    He breathed a frustrated sigh and finished up his morning shower, brushed his
    teeth, applied what was apparently a magical version of deodorant, and left the
    "bathroom".

    "Thank Morgana, I've needed to pee for the last 5 minutes," was all he got from
    the pink haired girl as she sprinted passed him.

    Sirius gave a bark and poured himself another bowl of cereal, to which brightened
    up Harry's confused mind. He had been trying to get Sirius to eat more since he moved
    in; the Healers had informed both Harry and Remus that he needed to put on some
    significant weight. He had become severely emaciated after his stint in Azkaban,
    followed by the year on the run. Harry had helped with his consistent feeding of him
    in his dog form, however one of the side effects of the Animagus transformation,
    according to McGonagall at least, was a massive burning of fat and energy as the body
    coats every part of itself with magic. That is not even considering the extreme
    alteration in mass.

    "What're you thinking then, Pup?"

    Harry's countenance turned sad as Sirius' face flashed a melancholic haze, before
    quickly turning to confused, then back to his coherent, 'normal' self. "I was talking
    with Dora, and we were going to explore a bit. Do you want to come along? I, um,
    would rather not do it later. I need to be with the team a bit before the match
    starts, and, well, there's a lot of people."

    Sirius nodded, understanding the words that were not said. "If it's okay with you,
    I'll just stick to the tent." He shuffled a little uneasily, and Harry could have
    slapped himself when he realised that Sirius had only been in a crowd once since his
    freedom and published innocence. His eyes closed at Sirius' lost look. Remus had told
    him that Sirius had been so excited at being able to take Harry home that the whole
    world had become invisible to him, and only Harry was his focus.

    'Invisible.' Harry definitely could have hit himself then, as he internally
    berated himself for not bringing his Invisibility Cloak. 'Sirius could have used it.
    Or I could.'

    "But it's alright," Sirius shrugged. "You two go have fun. Arthur has invited me
    to spend time with him until the match starts, so me and Tonksey won't be alone when
    you've gone off."

    Harry felt some relief at that, and a few hours later, he and Dora were wandering
    the camp site together, her excitement catching as they leisurely walked hand in hand
    through the pop-up stalls, some blatantly obvious displays of magic, and a crowd of
    people mingling with the weird and wonderful variety of tents. Harry could have
    laughed at some of the ones that were more outlandish and were in reality closer to
    actual houses.

    "There's people from everywhere!" said Dora. "Must be from every country in the
    world."

    "It seats over a hundred thousand apparently," he said, referring to the stadium.
    "And probably there is. I never knew how many magical people there are in the world.
    And not just Witches and Wizards either."

    "Harry!" He knew that voice and could feel the warmth in his heart reach a
    crescendo of almost unbearable levels. He turned a little to his left and was hit by
    a black-haired cannonball in the form of Katie Bell. "How are you? You look so well!
    Sirius treating you good? My mum and dad say thank you for the tickets by the way,
    was a bit of a shock to get them while we were away." She finally paused for breath,
    noticing a bemused looking Tonks staring at her with a raised eyebrow. "Um, you must
    be Dora?"

    "It's Tonks, actually." An arm came around Harry's shoulders, pulling him into her
    side as her eyes narrowed and teeth became slightly clenched. "And you must be
    Katie."

    Harry noticed the electricity in the air, an unease spreading through him. "Come
    on, lets explore a bit." When neither began to move, Harry grabbed both of their
    hands and started pulling them with him, which was a feat for him as shown by his
    straining muscles and ragged breathing.

    The two gave in and matched his steps, Tonks giving the younger girl a superior
    look, while Katie turned her nose up slightly and pulled herself closer to Harry. The
    three walked together, sharing conversation as they went. Tonks was at least
    attempting to get to know the other girl, but Katie was fighting most of it, which
    was difficult to accomplish on her part as she was slowly warming to her
    charisma.

    They came first to Alicia, who was sat talking to three German girls animatedly.
    "Harry, Katie, come here! Come meet these three!" It turned out that Alicia's mother
    was half German, something that Harry had fleeting knowledge of, and spoke it well
    enough to enjoy talking with the visiting Quidditch fans.

    Harry had turned the three speechless, recognising him for who he was almost
    immediately, while he talked spiritedly with his friend. She had visited a couple of
    times, and had already met Tonks, and looked between the older girl and Katie with a
    knowing look in her eye.

    She had greeted the Auror with a light hug, finding a friendliness in her in the
    times she had met her, though she had to leave them shortly after seeing them as she
    was in the middle of running an errand for her parents.

    "Good luck, Harry!" she shouted after him as he turned a corner, narrowly missing
    knocking over what appeared to be a small child who on closer inspection turned out
    to be a slightly irate Goblin.

    They greeted the Weasley family heartedly as they stumbled upon them next, Arthur
    shaking his hand after Harry had extended his arm, respecting his option to initiate
    it. He asked after Fred and George but was rebutted with good-natured rolling
    eyes.

    "Who knows with those two, they've been driving Molly up the walls this summer.
    Something about finding silly trinkets about the house." Harry kept his mouth shut
    but had an inkling of what the Weasley Patriarch was talking about. Arthur kept a
    genial smile, poorly masking the humour he was feeling. "But these are my two eldest,
    who I don't think you have met."

    Bill Weasley was rebellious looking and handsome, chatting with Harry as if he had
    known him for years. He seemed like a good enough sort for Harry to take an instant
    liking to him, which was enough for Katie to like him too. She trusted his judgement
    implicitly as she knew his incredibly talent for observing people from first
    impressions and 99 percent of the time it coming out accurate.

    However, it was in Charlie that Harry was drawn to the most. Dora was an old
    friend of the second Weasley child, and that would have been enough for Harry to have
    liked him. Yet he knew of the one fragment of information that dew him in even
    more.

    "Hahaha! I've been told of your penchant towards the creatures of the world,
    Harry. Hagrid and I keep in touch sometimes, and he's told me all about how much you
    love the class."

    Harry was unable to keep the matched smile off his face even through the burning
    redness of his cheeks as Dora was unable to hide her grin. "Hagrid loves
    Dragons."

    "Apparently so do you, if the things he's told me are true."

    "It's more than that. I just wonder sometimes if I'm dreaming. I used to read
    stories about Dragons and Knights. Sometimes I would think that the Dragons are just
    lonely and need a friend."

    Charlie laughed once more, his eyes sparkling as he looked intently at him. "Give
    me a write in a few years, Harry. Maybe we'll have a place for you with us. Can't
    promise you anything, but if you ever get tired of chasing after a Snitch and want to
    chase after a stampeding Fire Drake, then think of me, will you?"

    Harry did not spot Fred and George, but he could tell that Dora was getting bored,
    so he said his goodbyes and headed off with his new big sister. They had not gone far
    when Katie had turned to them and apologised with an almost pained look.

    "I promised mum that I wouldn't be too long, and I think she might be getting
    worried." Harry's mood began to drop, but Katie tapped him on the nose gently,
    bringing a smile to his face. She leaned in, kissing his forehead quickly. "Don't
    look so down. I'll be watching you fly. It'll be strange to watch you and not be with
    you up there, but remember, I'll be cheering the loudest."

    "I know you will." He removed his hand from Dora's briefly as he wrapped his arms
    around Katie's slim frame. His arms tightened as her hands gently scraped his scalp.
    That warmth that he woke up with returning full force as he felt Katie's heat envelop
    his body.

    No more words were said as she turned away and started walking. She would keep
    looking over her shoulder, smiling widely with glistening eyes as he waved at her
    back.

    "C'mon, bro. There's still loads of the place left to see."

    Harry and Dora saw many others around the camp. Many that Dora knew, of which a
    majority were grumbling in their red Auror robes at the unfairness of her being able
    to enjoy the event. A sobbing Wood ran up to him, thanking him profusely once more
    for the gifted tickets. Harry simply laughed as he patted the older boy on the back
    as Oliver squeezed him tightly.

    There were many others that Harry had only fleeting knowledge of who attended
    Hogwarts, and some who he knew a lot better. Susan Bones and Hannah Abbot, as well as
    Seamus and Dean. They ran in to Ginny along their walk as well, Dora grinning ear to
    ear at the blushing and stuttering girl encountering him whilst on her own.

    Cedric was encountered too, the boy wishing him good luck with the upcoming match,
    bright smile, and friendly attitude enough to even get Dora to find the boy
    likeable.

    Harry looked constantly for his best friends, but the large, growing crowds and
    jittery nervousness Harry was starting to feel, even with Dora's constant reassurance
    and support, was enough to deter him from spotting them.

    "I thought you didn't get worried before a match?"

    "I think, maybe… there's a lot of people, Dora. Far, far more than I'm used to."
    He was shivering as the nameless faces began to recognise him, stopping, staring, and
    pointing at him. Each person was a threat. Each face a potential sneer that could
    have driven him away. "I- can we go back now?"

    Dora smiled kindly at her new brother. "Of course." Her tender touch making his
    body feel lighter. Her fingers interlacing with his own as a feather kiss pressed
    against his brow. Her face shone serene, and her body shifted to a smaller form, hair
    shooting down to her knees, becoming as black as any Potter's as her eyes turned a
    vivid green that mirrored his own. It was as though the image of a physical
    representation of what a true blooded elder sister of his could look like.

    Her laughter was fairy-like, soothing him as all he could focus on was the pure
    joy of forgetting that he was not truly alone. All he could focus on was
    Dora who pulled him along.

    Angelina and Tracey became blurs passed his vision – he stopped briefly to greet
    both of them, but their time together was momentary, much to the amusement of one and
    the annoyance of the other.

    As though guided through the throngs of people and maze of tents, within minutes
    they had made it to their tent, only a few hours to go until the match's start.

    Sirius was no where to be seen when they arrived; the tent had appeared to have
    barely used.

    "Sirius?" Harry called out; his hand still entwined within Dora's soft grip.

    "Oi, Siri!" No sound came in response. "I guess he must still be out
    somewhere."

    Harry simply nodded his agreement, his mouth going dry suddenly with no
    explanation to it. A strange heaviness pressed down upon him as he took in the
    imagery of a potential twin who was idly playing his fingers.

    He really did wonder where she came from, to drop so easily into his life. Dora
    was flirty, bubbly, quick to anger, slightly annoying, clumsy, airheaded at times,
    overly clingy, a little arrogant, and fond of getting her own way. But she was also
    caring. She had taken one look at him and saw not the boy-who-lived, instead all that
    filled her sight was a child who needed her affection, and Harry would always be
    thankful for that. At no point since their meeting had he felt even an ounce of
    deceit come from her. To he and his heart, she was naught but genuine.

    If only she would stop teasing him, he would end up a much less stressed Harry
    Potter. 'But', with a small smile as the pressure upon his body rescinded, 'I really
    am thankful she's come into my life.'

    "So, you think I should keep the look?" Dora asked with a wink and an overly
    innocent looking smugness that had Harry feeling uncomfortable once again. "Haha, now
    we could actually pass for brother and sister."

    Harry had to admit that her excitement was infectious. The dark, probing thoughts
    that would infringe at the edges of his mind were getting bolder of late, a dark
    dream surfacing into a waking world with no memory of the acts that took place
    within. Only the shadow of a forgotten horror that was becoming more and more
    prevalent as the days went on. Yet Dora was like a balm to soothe the worrisome
    emotions that threatened to almost drown him. Not for the first time since meeting
    her had he wondered why he had never been able to meet her sooner.

    "Yeah," Harry whispered. Dora was close enough to hear it however, and her face
    softened as she locked eyes with her brother. She let go of his hand, eliciting a
    whine from the boy that she was positive he did not mean to make. She had shortened
    herself so that she stood a few inches taller than Harry and was easily able to rest
    her cheek to his own as one hand pulled him to her through the small of his back,
    while the other began running through his hair in soft, gently motions.

    In this place of just the two of them, Harry was able to relax. A feeling, not a
    thought, embraced him too, contemplating if this was what a mother's hug felt like.
    He made no sound, though his tears dampened Dora's shirt.

    "Shh, don't worry now," she whispered soothingly. "You will always have me. Maybe
    not next to you, but I will never not be here for you." She pulled back slightly, her
    hands coming to rest on his arms as she gave a hardened stare directly at him.
    "Understand?" She smiled when a cracked giggle came from the boy. "Good."

    She pulled him to the bed, dragging him down with her and letting him rest his
    head upon her chest as she gently stroked his scalp.

    "You have a couple of hours, just sleep for a while. I'll set and alarm to wake
    us, if I fall asleep too, so don't worry."

    She still looked like him. Harry knew that he had no right to enjoy the sight of
    this, as Dora had explained that she hated it when people demanded her to look like
    someone or alter her appearance to suit their needs. But she had done this without
    him asking, or even thinking, about it.

    His eyes drooped as the gentle ministrations caused a tiredness to overwhelm him.
    He could feel Morpheus slipped into his mind and overtook him.

    A few hours later, he had slipped into his Quidditch uniform and was making his
    way silently to the players part of the stadium. Sirius had been the one to awaken
    them both, a fond look tinted with sadness as he stared at them. Dora had opted to
    escort him there, still clad in her Potter-esque look though returning to appear her
    true age.

    Harry almost forgot the clumsy Witch was an Auror, as she took him secretly and
    unnoticed to his destination, though her stealth tactic almost imploded when she and
    Harry caught sight of the Malfoy family walking down the main pathway to get to their
    seats.

    She had hissed loudly at the diatribe of filth coming from the young Malfoy's
    mouth, his words floating in the breeze to where they were, most of them being angry
    gripes at her little brother and his Circle of friends. Harry simply tugged her hand
    with a neutral smile. He felt almost nothing for the boy now – it had been thumped
    into his brain that some people just are not worth it. It did not mean that he hated
    the boy, such a word was almost invisible to Harry's vocabulary, but he knew enough
    now to realise for himself that such people are simply not worthy of his
    attention.

    "Dora, they're just words."

    "But Harry…"

    "No, Dora. Words shouldn't mean anything. Alicia said something to me once: 'His
    bark is worse than his bite.' And she's right. He could do, anyone could do, so much
    worse now. What are some words from Draco Malfoy, when I have you, and Sirius, and
    Katie, and the rest?"

    Dora was silent for a moment. A sigh escaping her as they continued on, the
    thought of the Malfoy family behind them. "You know, I think you might be too smart
    for your own good."

    Dora had left him with a soft kiss upon the cheek and a soft embrace, wishing him
    luck in the coming match. Harry had entered the English players door with quiet
    trepidation. He followed the path to the changing locker room where the team was
    already waiting.

    "Ah, Harry my boy, the final piece of the puzzle is here."

    Harry greeted the Coach, who had spoken, and the rest of the people there,
    politely. Harry sat next to a stoic Leila who nodded at him once in greeting. A far
    cry greater than what the others had received, Harry was sure.

    A klaxon went off in the room, a signal that the mascots were preparing to be
    displayed for the crowd to see. Harry was unsure what the Bulgarian team had brought
    but knew that the English one would be a sight to behold.

    He could almost imagine the roaring and the heat of 7 Golden-White Wyverns
    circling the stadium. Wyverns, he knew, were a lot more docile than their Dragon
    cousins, and much more easily trainable. Though these would burn hot, they would not
    be able to spew fire. Many would not recognise or understand that these would not be
    true Dragons, but Harry did not care.

    The strategic team came forward, as did the Captain, Helene.

    "Right, we've trained for this. Beyond what we could have ever anticipated in our
    wildest dreams. We've got here off our own back, our own skill… and a healthy dose of
    luck. But it is not now that we get lax. You know the plan. You all know the plan.
    Bulgaria's team is average, but the variety of skill is incredibly up and down.
    Beater-wise, ours are leagues better. Chaser and Keeper… well that could be up to
    debate. However, Krum, their Seeker, is incredibly skilled." She turned to Harry with
    determination in her eyes. "You know the score. Bulgaria is a Sprinter team. They
    brutalise their opponents in the first leg and overwhelm anyone who gets in their
    way. The match could go either way in the beginning, and that means that the
    discrepancy in points could lead to a Bulgarian victory early on. Harry, you need to
    keep Krum away from the Snitch. From what I have heard, he's every last bit good a
    player as you." She surveyed her team, gesturing them to stand with her as they
    prepared to leave. "This will be a long one. Prepare yourselves. And fight to
    win."

    They were silent as they walked. Harry's mind was settling into the zone, away
    from all distractions away from the normalities of life. The door opened and they
    were released like wasps from a nest. Harry flew up to mirror the position of his
    opposite. Viktor Krum gave him a long look, then dipped his head respectfully, to
    which Harry responded in kind.

    Harry uttered a good luck but was unsure if the other boy heard him.

    His head span slightly at the sheer number of people, leaving him unable to pick
    out the bodies of anyone he knew, but his heart swelled as he knew they were there
    watching him.

    A golden, winged ball was released, the whistle blew, and the game began.

    The world went grey. Harry's focus became on two things, the Snitch, and his
    direct opposition. This would be the most challenging event of his Quidditch career
    so far, and the whole magical world was watching and listening with a roar in their
    hearts.

    All that was meaningless as the two Seekers circled lazily around each other.
    Their heightened senses naturally responding to the Bludgers and Quaffle as they
    propelled through the air. The commentator, a Ludo Bagman, had no part of his voice
    reach their ears. Their eyes were locked, and an understanding began to form around
    them.

    Harry remembered a quote that Professor Flitwick once told him after a discussion
    of Wizards Duels came about one evening. 'When two Duellists of equal strength
    come together, their thoughts, their feelings… they come together with their magics.
    With how their wands react. You have a kindness, Harry, of the likes which I have
    never seen before. Not even your mother… not even Lily. And now, I see this kindness
    within Miss Bell. Maybe that is why…'

    Krum smirked, but it was not one of smugness or superiority. His eyes lit up to a
    degree that Harry could see it so clearly. He was excited, thrumming with some sort
    of electric charge that became mirrored within Harry. The world was going to see
    something unique.

    The two drifted, coming closer to one another as the minutes ticked on. No words
    were spoken between them, but their intentions were clear as day to one another.
    Viktor Krum was meant to be a once in a century prodigy on the broom, an opinion that
    many shared in view of Harry's whirlwind career. One eye was kept of his opponent.
    The other was travelling throughout the stadium, hunting for the winged ball.

    Harry tried to look out for his friends and family, but even with knowledge of
    where they could be, he struggled to find them. His hair was rising, and his muscles
    were tensing as he prepared himself for what was to come, so subconsciously he
    dragged his attention back to the game whenever his mind wandered to catch a glimpse
    of Katie, Sirius, Dora, or the rest.

    With almost no warning, Krum shot forward. Harry started at the sight, pushing his
    small frame into the broom as tight as he could to create as aerodynamic a form as
    possible, and shot off after him. His focus was on where Krum's eyes were locked, and
    their twists and turns hurtling at near-breakneck speed through players and fans
    alike could have easily killed a lesser flyer.

    The world was grey, but Krum glowed with a fiery red that almost blinded Harry.
    Yet there was no gold, no flicker of victory in this chase. Krum was feinting him and
    now Harry knew it. From the way that Krum's body appeared to lose its tension, he had
    realised that Harry realised. But the chase was on now. Harry knew that if he left
    Krum to his own devices, there was a possibility that, while speeding from one point
    to another, that the Snitch could fall into his grasp. If Harry remained where he
    was, the speed in which Krum was moving at would be more than enough to get to the
    Snitch before anyone. So Harry followed, a little behind in order to have a wider
    field of view as well as to conserve his magic and stamina.

    The whole time, both boys had the brightest grins on their faces. Harry did not
    realise what he was doing, but the way, the skilfulness and speed and technique, he
    was flying then and there was leagues above what he had revealed in the past. If
    Harry were to look at himself from an outside perspective, he could have seen how he
    intentionally restricted his ability. A small, hidden part of him, did not want to
    make others feel bad by he outshining them, and so, he would bury that potential
    deep, deep, in the dungeons of his being. Yet the audience could only stare,
    wide-eyed and jaws dropped, at the godlike level in which Harry and Krum were flying
    at.

    Neither of them had ever had true competition before, and as minutes became an
    hour, their display still appeared so natural, and still only joy could be seen on
    the two.

    Krum dived so sharply that Harry had less than a second to respond. This was a new
    move that had Harry concerned that maybe he had become too lackadaisical, and maybe
    his opponent had finally spotted the Snitch.

    Harry dived after him, sweat pouring down him and teeth bared, gritting down hard
    as the increase of gravity's pull placed pressure upon his body. What felt like so
    long to him was in reality only a few seconds, so Harry could easily and clearly see
    Krum pull his broom up and skirt the cut-short grass. He may have hoped Harry were to
    hit the ground, but his hopes were dashed when Harry performed the same suicidal
    move. A stream of Bulgarian came from the other Seeker, followed by joyous laughter.
    This was infectious enough for Harry to respond, though quieter than his equal.
    Viktor Krum was looking at him, stopped on his broom by the stadium wall, a proud
    look on his face, and a natural smile aimed directly at him.

    Harry flew over to the older boy, his broom pointing toward the centre of the
    pitch, waiting at a moments notice to shoot to wherever he would need to be.

    A disturbance was forming on the field that drew their attention.

    The incredibly beautiful mascots that the Bulgarians had brought with them were
    sending the crowd into a frenzy. Harry could see thousands of men, and though a lot
    less, some women too, raise out of their seats in a daze as they began to do some
    very strange flexing movements in the direction of the women. Harry looked down. He
    and Krum were right above them and a few were directing some very strange gazes right
    at him.

    Krum's eyes appeared to glaze over briefly, but his body started to shake, his
    face reddened, and his knuckles went white. Blood appeared over his lips as Harry
    watched him bite at his tongue to draw blood and pain out. Harry watched as Krum
    began to appear normal once more, a glare directed at a sheepish looking Veela,
    because that was definitely what they were, Harry realised.

    He wondered though, why they were not affecting him, but quickly realised that, in
    the end, it did not really matter.

    He simply turned his head and flew slowly over to Krum's broom. Neither boy said
    anything, simply watching the ballet of flying that either team was doing.

    And so, another hour passed, and the players were staring to tire. Harry and Krum
    had periods of fighting each other in almost staged races. The Snitch was spotted
    several times, but the duels they had with each other over the grounds of a hastily
    darkening English countryside were beginning to take their toll.

    Neither knew what the score was, and Harry, at this point, did not even care.
    Never before had anyone ever challenged him so strongly in such a way, and no one and
    nothing in the world could remove the smile that lit up his face so powerfully.

    But there it was, as exhaustion was beginning to settle into his muscles and mind
    and magic. They accelerated simultaneously. Both possessed Firebolts, strong, deep
    reserves of magic, and both had extreme skill in the air on the backs of their
    brooms.

    The crowd was screaming, Wyverns were howling, Veela were cheering, players were
    shouting. But Harry heard none of it. All he could hear was the blood pumping in his
    ears, the rumble of the wind as his broom cut through the sky, and his laboured
    breaths as he tried to exert every last drop of himself into his actions.

    The dove and weaved through the labyrinth of players. Beater bats swung and
    knocked Bludgers straight at them, yet, synchronised, the duo moved as though they
    were united. They ascended to the clouds as one, spinning in the same, then
    alternating, directions.

    Then, they dived.

    Millimetres from the ground, their knees and brushing the tips of the blades of
    grass they pulled themselves up. Their elbows slid against the other's; arms extended
    as the Snitch was within grasp. Seconds. Minutes. Time was pointless. Never had Harry
    wanted to win as much as he did at that moment.

    Everything slowed. Time became nothing more than a simple observation to an
    outsider. Everything became blocked from senses. Only the gentle beating of the
    Snitch's wings could be known.

    With a shrill whistle, the match came to an end.

    And there, in the near middle of the pitch, Harry Potter sat upon his broom. His
    eyes closing as he fought his drowsiness, yet his face was set in pure happiness. He
    started to slide off when an arm came around his middle to prop him up. Harry looked
    at who it was, only to see an equally joyful Viktor Krum looking back.

    "Dat waz a good match, Potter. Ve would fly again? Hopefully?"

    Harry could only laugh. "Yes, of course." The two descended, landing amid their
    teammates. "I don't think I've ever had so much fun in my life. You earned this,
    Krum."

    "My friends call me Viktor."

    "My friends call me Harry."

    "It waz close." The Snitch was revealed. "But maybe next time?"

    The golden snitch was weakly straining against Viktor Krum's fingers. For the
    first time, Harry had lost.

    It did not matter. In a whirlwind of movement, the English team crashed into him,
    yelling, and screaming. He would learn in quick fashion that his constant delaying of
    Krum's catch over the course of more than 2 hours was enough for the Bulgarians to
    begin to tire, and the score difference to increase drastically on the side of the
    English. Victory had come to the English side by 40 points, enough for the Snitch's
    catch to not matter.

    Faces swam before him, excitement as their looks. Sirius was there before him, and
    Katie, and all those he needed. And Dora, his sister, who cradled him close to
    her.

    The 7 players formed a semi-circle, the flashes of camera bulbs blasting in front
    of them. There was a hush, and a thundering roar as the huge trophy was grasped by
    them all. Harry's face could have split in two as the others placed both cup handles
    into his hands. They took hold of him, raising his form above them to the din of the
    crowd.

    The partying would go on throughout the evening to the early hours of the morning.
    Sirius was acting like a young man, enjoying something that he never had a chance to,
    drinking and acting like a fool.

    Harry was fine with rest, and Dora was happy to oblige. She left him in bed, going
    out briefly to enjoy some time with the others, revelling in the moment. Harry had
    briefly met with his Circle, but his tiredness was all-encompassing.

    He was drifting in and out of the waking world when Dora slipped into the bed in
    front of him, her hair still black and eyes a green matching his own. She pulled him
    close to her, his head resting in the crook of her neck as he settled there, peaceful
    and content.

    He felt the heat first. The screams came second. The pained, aggrieved shouts of
    terror, fear, and rage permeated the silence of the night after the celebrations had
    winded down.

    Dora jumped awake, rolling out of the bed with her arms still firmly holding on to
    her brother. She ended up in a crouch on the canvas floor, Harry's form curled up
    beneath her. Harry looked up through bleary eyes at the alertness in her gaze. Her
    head was swivelling left and right as she swiftly reached for her wand upon the
    nearby table, gripping it tightly in her hand while her breathing became sharp and
    quick.

    "Tonks!"

    The two turned to see a slightly drunk Sirius sober up quicker than a cheetah's
    sprint. "They need you!"

    She did not hesitate. So quick were her movements that she did not deign to dress,
    simply giving Harry a quick peck upon his brow, soft, gentle eyes boring into his
    own.

    "Be careful, Dora," he uttered quietly. His own wand was pressed into his hands by
    his big sister. She smiled at him lovingly, hidden concern upon her face. "Please,"
    he said with some desperation.

    "I'm always careful, Harry." She turned to Sirius. "Look after him."

    "You don't even have to ask me; you know I will." She looked unconvinced, and as
    she rose, her hand pulled Harry up with her, a death grip upon him. He looked down
    through blurred vision as he noticed the paleness creep up her skin mix with the
    sweat that was beginning to drive down to his palm.

    "I know, Sirius. But please… Make sure he's safe."

    She did not look back as she sprinted out of the tent. As she exited, Harry could
    hear the spellfire and magic blasting around the campsite.

    "What's happening?"

    Sirius looked hollow. He snapped his attention towards his Godson. "Come! We're
    leaving. Leave your things here and bring only your wand. I'm going to find Arthur
    and his kids and then I have some payback to give."

    Harry noted the look of rage on his face and a fear enveloped him. "Sirius, what's
    going on?"

    "Death Eaters. Or fools playing at them," he snarled causing Harry to flinch.

    Harry shook his head. "Sirius, no! What happened the last time you did this?"
    Quieter he said, "Don't leave me. Not now. Not now I've got you." It was a childish
    response, but Harry's insecurities of abandonment were flaring up.

    Sirius, at least, looked sheepish. "R-right. Yeah." His shaggy locks bounced in
    the firelight. A different sort of man had been shown before, but now he was
    returning to the Sirius that Harry was starting to know. "Let's not waste any more
    time then. Let's go."

    Harry followed him out to the warm night. He was tired still from the day, but
    adrenaline flooded his body, driving him forward out of desperation. There was
    evidence of some sort of fight around him, but no combatants were there. Bodies were
    placed awkwardly every now and then, with wounds that looked vicious and painful, but
    there were Healers and Medimagicals about tending to them, ushering them to a safe
    zone that had been established within the woods.

    Sirius was alert as they travelled, the sounds of battle we dissipating as they
    went.

    "Harry!"

    Out of nowhere, Katie and Fay blasted from between some trees, hundreds, if not
    thousands, of magicals milling about in a heavily guarded area leading towards the
    Quidditch Stadium. Harry smiled as they fussed over him, the Circle coming to fuss
    over him. Sirius nodded at him, and a feeling of relief fell over the two as they
    recognised that they would be safe there for the night.

    Harry watched as Sirius went to talk to some of the official security, offering
    his services like so many had done so already. "I will be just over there, guarding
    the border." He glanced over at the group who had come to see his Godson. "I'm sure
    that between you lot you will be able to look after each other." He left a lingering
    gaze on a few of the group, who nodded seriously back at him with an unspoken
    agreement as the closed ranks with their little friend.

    The Weasley twins pulled him along jovially, already attempting to make him more
    comfortable. They brought him over to their brother, Charlie, who was deep in
    conversation with some other men who he apparently knew.

    "Well, I was going to help with patrolling, but I guess I could stay here with you
    guys."

    He entertained the group with tales of his time in Hogwarts, distracting them with
    stories of when he and Dora used to cause havoc in school, or the times when he and
    Hagrid would discuss creatures until the sun rose, exploring the Forbidden Forest in
    search of the beauty of their world's fauna.

    Many people began to get closer to them, wands drawn as they focused upon Harry in
    particular. Charlie would lock eyes with them, noticing their determination, but
    Harry was not as oblivious as people may have thought in this situation. He realised
    that they were protecting him. Death Eaters were Voldemort's followers, and he was
    Public Enemy Number 1. They were protecting him, and in his fear and tiredness, he
    did not even think to complain.

    As dawn broke hours later, a ruffled and scratched Dora stumbled out into the safe
    area, a large, but sleepy, grin lighting up her face.

    Harry ran over to her, concern filling him as Sirius joined them. "Dora, you're
    bleeding."

    "Hah, you should see the other guy… but then again, I don't think many will.
    Bastard ran away, but I definitely got 'em good."

    Sirius sighed in relief. "Andi would've killed me if you didn't come back okay.
    And don't get me started on how Harry'd've been."

    Harry simply smiled. A hectic night had passed quickly, and he had come out the
    other end of it unscathed. For once, the situation had not been involving him, and no
    one he cared for had come out the other end in once piece.

    Yet… as Dora put her left arm around his shoulders, and Katie's right hand slipped
    gently into his own, he could only wince in pain as his lightning bolt scar burned
    with a white-hot fire that threatened to crush his head with such force to cause
    sweat to drip down his face.

    Something was wrong.

    Harry could feel the winds of change begin to blow, and this night was only the
    start. The start of everything.
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    upbringing, but also, some people just don't have that drive in their lives to
    respond to such attractions. Of course, that is to say that Harry will have it in the
    future, but right now, in such a high stress environment, whilst having the most fun
    he's ever had? Yeah, not a chance. Quite simple really, but not a method that I've
    ever seen before in fanfiction.

    Oh, and I suppose I'll put this here, buried in this Author's Note… will
    Harry have a romantic relationship in this tale? Yes. The answer is yes. But not
    right now. The seeds are being planted for Harry, but he is not in the right mental
    state to even think such things are
    possible for him. He's lived a life of self-loathing and belief that he is worthless,
    so he's going to have help along the way to prepare him for when he can be ready for
    love. And, like in real life, things will not always be as smooth as you would like
    them to be. I have said this before and I will say it again – there will be bumps in
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    Harry had dreams throughout the summer. Some were pained, ripping him from the
    land of Morpheus with a terrifying shout. Oft times would find Sirius scrambling to
    his room, seated beside his comfortable bed, hand in his own as he remained there to
    ward away the nightmares.

    There were times, also, when Sirius would take a dark turn, and either Andi or
    Dora would come to the house overnight. These times would have Andromeda wiping the
    sweat and tears from Sirius' brow, while Dora would hold Harry so tightly to her
    breast, he became almost one with her heartbeat.

    Other dreams were like ice come to life. They were sharp, full of desolation and
    shadow. Ever grasping at the border of his sanity and soul. A primordial force of
    nature that could never be comprehended. These would darken his thoughts, tearing
    pieces of his sanity through fitful sleep. He would never awake with a cry, a yell,
    or violence, but would slowly open his eyes to the morning glare of sunlight's first
    caresses. A hollow sort of feeling would embrace him, an internal mechanism of
    despair and loneliness that made him feel an emptiness that encompassed him
    whole.

    He had been told this could happen. Professor Dumbledore had explained so much to
    him; Voldemort's mark had left residing influences on him, and some sort of magical
    development was occurring in his core. That, and what had happened a year ago that
    day. When the Dementor had torn at his soul, bringing his spirit to the brink of
    collapse through a pain so vile that his body did not deign to recognise its
    existence.

    Harry had to keep going. He had endured too much negativity in his short life, and
    needed to maintain a positive outlook, or else he would crumble into dust. So, he
    would discuss his dreams. With Sirius, and Andi, and Dora, and Katie in his letters
    to her. So long and yet so short a time he had taken to open up to these people.
    Bringing them into his heart and allowing them a place inside.

    Which made this too hard for him. To leave this sanctuary that he had had gifted
    to him what seemed to be so long ago…

    "Hey, you'll be back for Christmas, Pup," Sirius near choked out. "And, and I'll
    write, and you'll write. It'll be like you never left me. Left here."

    Harry nodded into his shirt. He pulled himself back, wiping away the droplets that
    had formed in his eyes. He could not speak. He tried but the words could not
    form.

    "C'mon Siri, you gotta let me get in there too!" Harry was pulled forcefully into
    a hug from his sister, her looks still matching his. When Andi had spotted her for
    the first time after her now seemingly permanent features, she had been shocked to
    silence, then gave a watery smile before walking away without uttering a single
    syllable. "And mister! You better write to me too. I don't want to have to discipline
    my little brother when I next see him if he ignores me."

    Harry laughed at her serious tone, understanding implicitly that she was
    overexaggerating her behaviour. She simply grinned back at him. She bent her back
    slightly as she pressed her cheek to his, allowing the two to revel in the
    simultaneous warmth they were emitting.

    Harry's voice was low, but Dora heard it clearly over the din of student, parents,
    and the Hogwarts Express. "Thank you, Dora." His arms squeezed her body tighter, her
    own reciprocating. "For everything." His words came thick, and Dora softened her
    hidden gaze.

    "It's me that should thank you though. I've never met anyone like you before, and
    now that I have you… well, you aren't getting rid of me that easily."

    The whistle screeched shrilly on the tracks. The time to board was inching even
    closer. Harry and Dora separated regretfully but mirrored smiles gave them strength.
    Sirius quickly returned from depositing Harry's belongings onto the train with the
    aid of the Weasley twins, who promised to take it to a compartment they were
    sharing.

    Hedwig was circling overhead, waiting to embark the train with her master, as she
    had become overly protective of late. Her bond with him had her perch on his
    headboard as if to watch out for him when the nightmares came.

    "Sirius, I-"

    The man barked a laugh, pushing him toward the train and away from a subtly crying
    Nymphadora Tonks. "Don't say a word, Pup." They stopped at the door to the train. "I
    know it hasn't been long… But… How this… this is how it should have been. I can't
    replace James, but to me, you've always been a son. When you were so little, so
    fragile. Back then I was so dumb, but James and Lily, then you… You laughed with such
    innocence when I became Padfoot. You would always reach out to me. Before Lily.
    Before James." He laughed almost crazily with his eyes following suit. As he calmed,
    Harry remained silent. "It would drive them up the wall. Hah! A prankster 'til the
    end. But, anyway, you should get on the train. Don't want to explain to Minnie what
    happened to her favourite student now, would I?"

    "Sirius," whispered Harry. "I don't know them – James and Lily Potter, I mean –
    they are just stories to me. But you, Dora, Remus, and the rest. You are real. More
    real than anything I've ever known. My friends, something I never thought to have,
    mean everything to me. Remus, Ted, and Andi are the Aunt and Uncle's I wish I could
    have had when I grew up. Dora is my sister, and forever will be. And you. I always
    wanted Vernon to look at me like Dudley. For Petunia to do the same. But it never
    happened. And then you came into my life, Sirius. And I can never forget that.
    Never."

    Harry was usually so reserved, and for the first time since knowing him, Sirius
    wondered where this growing boy had come into being. He had heard the tales of Harry
    Potter after his reintroduction to the Magical world, and this boy was nothing like
    what he had been told. Sirius clapped a hand upon his Godson's shoulder and helped
    him up the step on to the train.

    Harry turned, closing the door behind him as he hung partially out of the window.
    He felt arms come round his middle and leaned into the care of Katie Bell, who kissed
    the top of his head lovingly. She waved at her parents while Harry bid a final
    farewell to Sirius and Dora.

    Sirius, ever the fool, transformed into Padfoot, bouncing up and down like a dog
    was want to do, much to the joyous giggles of many who witnessed it. Dora blew
    affectionate kisses at him, waving with such an intensity that threw her off balance
    slightly, causing her to stumble to the sound of humour-filled barking.

    The train picked up speed, and soon they became blurs in the distance, and then,
    they were gone.

    Harry turned around, sighing slightly as he put his hands into his (new – thanks
    to Dora's advice) jeans, ran his hand through his thick, messy locks, and trudged
    down the train to the compartment that Fred and George had told him they would all be
    waiting in.

    He was used to the stares and gaping jaws, but how the other students looked at
    him was completely out of character, even for his strange life.

    Whenever he passed another, a hushed sense of awe would accompany them. No, he did
    not catch the final Snitch of the World Cup, but even an amateur had to be aware of
    the unyielding skill he expressed in holding off the, now considered, World's Best
    Seeker. Dora had debriefed him later, saying that every single pundit had determined
    that it was simply the length of Krum's arm that had beaten Harry to it, and that in
    no way should he feel despondent due to the loss. This opinion, or fact as it were,
    appeared to have sieved into people's minds as the truth, and it showed.

    "It's him."

    "Potter."

    "Wow"

    "Woah"

    "Do you think he'll sign my shirt? Have you got a pen?"

    "Your shirt? Think he'll sign my- "

    The voices may have been thought of as whispers, but Harry heard them as if they
    were shouts.

    "All hail his Potterness!"

    "Seeker of the Snitch!"

    "Glory of our Time!"

    "Fighter of Krum!"

    "Calm down you two, you're giving me a headache."

    Angelina did not look impressed with the two Weasley twins, yet their grins were
    enough for one to come unbidden to her face.

    Harry shook his head as he stepped into the expanded compartment, his arm pulled
    downwards towards Fay as she hugged him from her seat. In one continuous movement,
    she pulled him to sit next to her, Neville on the other side. He laughed gaily,
    greeting them all. Fred, George, Angelina, Alicia, Fay, Ginny, Neville, and Katie who
    was sat directly opposite him, lightly pressing down on his leg with a booted foot
    and a shy smile.

    "Bet things have been strange for you, Harry," Neville said, his brows furrowed as
    he poured over a new Herbology book.

    "It's like looking at a new firstie all over again," laughed Alicia. "Bright eyes
    and dropped jaw… a shock to see your new fans?"

    Harry's face scrunched up tightly, his looks belying his ease. "I guess? It isn't
    too different from how people have treated me." He let out a single laugh. "I wonder
    how Malfoy and Snape are going to act. I hope this stops them this year, I'm getting
    a little bit tired of how they act towards me."

    "Fat chance there, Harry," Ginny piped up, her face reddening to match her hair as
    everyone's attention was placed to her. "I-I mean, th-that those two, are, you
    know…"

    "Yeah," Fay snorted, "you have a better chance of a Goblin doing ballet than that
    happening." At Fred and George's identical smirk she sighed with thinly veiled
    humour. "That wasn't a challenge, boys."

    "Still- "

    "It'd be funny."

    The journey continued on peacefully, Harry having settled in well, and the group
    chattered and spoke of the inane and humorous. The time passing quickly as they
    enjoyed the companies of each other. They played a strange game of musical chairs,
    with people leaving the compartment to seek friends only to return half an hour later
    to find people like Susan Bones and Cedric Diggory in their seat and the others not
    where they had left them. Harry had joyously found solace in Katie's arms, whining
    jokingly as he left the carriage when the sky darkened so as for the girls to get
    changed into the school robes. When he entered after they left so that the reverse
    could happen, he blushed brightly with a sense of confusion after a subtle wink from
    the girl, but shook his head to remove the thoughts.

    He had keenly avoided the eating of sweets from the shopping trolley, buying much
    but placing them away in his trunk for later eating. This only meant that his minor
    hunger had grown in intensity and his tolerance for impatience was growing thinner
    with each passing minute. He was still a slim, tiny thing – even Fay and Ginny were a
    head taller than him at least. Katie, had shot up, compared to his barely reaching 5
    feet, if that, compared to her being several inches taller. Andi had looked at him
    keenly over the summer, hmming and rubbing her chin in thought before exclaiming that
    he needed a better diet of healthy, and large quantities, of food to boost his
    height.

    He endured the amused, friendly japes from the others when Katie pulled him into
    her lap quite comfortably when the boarded the carriages at Hogsmeade's gates. He
    settled there peacefully, face red, but smiling. There was a sense of serenity in the
    girls' arms that reminded him of the affection that Dora threw on him with zeal. He
    felt at home there, and a contentment blurred Katie and Dora into a single person for
    a fraction of a second. He could feel the heat emanating from her body, the pressure
    of her arms around him, her hot breath tickle his neck and ear, and her heart beating
    so fast…

    He felt the sway of the carriage, the sight of the Thestrals, and then… the thrum
    of electricity that glided over his skin whenever he came into contact with that
    invisible wall.

    Hogwarts was welcoming him home, and in this carriage, squeezed with smirking and
    laughing friends, he was happy.

    Luckily, for Harry's sanity, by the time they managed to arrive at Hogwarts
    grounds, he had managed to extricate himself from Katie's lap and with a reddened
    face, he threw open the door and landed on the soft mildewy grass.

    His feet knew where they were taking him, and the soft, smooth hand belonging to
    Katie, pulled him along the stone footpath to their destination. No matter at what
    point he saw the castle, Harry was always astounded by the beauty it showed him. They
    crossed under the portcullis that marked the entrance to the castle proper, moved as
    one order through the castle's interior grounds, and made their way into the entrance
    hall, and beyond that into the Great Hall. He had his head ducked down, a slight
    smile coming unbidden as his embarrassment overtook him.

    There were faces he barely knew, and ones that were familiar. Tracey gave a
    genuine smile and a little wave, followed by a small wink. He responded by waving
    back before being pulled further down the Gryffindor table to a position nearing the
    middle of the hall.

    "Hope Dumbles hurries this up. Starving, I am."

    Angelina shrugged but could not contain her slight mirth. "Fay, I did not know you
    were a Weasley."

    Her face went as red as that family's hair, sputtering indignantly as she was
    joined by the three Weasleys within the circle. "I resent that. Not that being a
    Weasley is a bad thing," she rushed out, "but I really am famished."

    The room settled down quickly as most students appeared to be of the same mind as
    Fay. Harry watched with interest as Professor McGonagall led the new first years, who
    looked almost terrified to be there, into the dragon's den.

    "Do you remember us being like that?" he asked, turning his head to look at
    Neville and Fay.

    "I would like to say no, but I suppose that would be a lie. Heh, who would have
    thought how things would have turned out?"

    Neville appeared thoughtful, taking Harry and Fay's as he took both Harry and
    Fay's words in. "I don't think I'd regret it; you know." They were talking in hushed
    voices, but then again, so were the majority of the hall. It was a time-honoured
    tradition that the new students had some sort of peace and quiet as they took their
    first steps, so about 500 years previous, the Headmaster at the time had the idea to
    cast a Silencing Ward over the tables at this moment. It did not work to shut out all
    noise, but if students spoke quietly enough, then it would be filtered enough not to
    panic and overwhelm the new ones. "We've had ups and downs, but I don't think I would
    ever change anything." McGonagall was speeding through the students this year, it
    seemed, as she was about a third of the way done already. "The Hat couldn't decide
    between Hufflepuff or Gryffindor. Apparently the 'bravery' I showed by being adamant
    in going to Gryffindor was enough."

    The group around them gave hushed snickers. "Apparently I was Gryffindor all the
    way," Fay spoke up. "Hat didn't even have another option. But you're right. Would I
    change things?" She gave a look at those around her, lingering on Harry who was
    attempting to peer over the tops of heads to see the new intake. "Nah. Wouldn't
    change it for the world."

    They clapped enthusiastically when the last student was sorted; just over sixty
    new students this year. It looked as though the after effects of the Wizarding War
    was beginning to right itself, as even though there were forty in Harry's starting
    year, apparently the one before Angelina, Alicia, Fred, and George's year hosted only
    eighteen starters.

    "Okay, settle down." The respect that Dumbledore had was enough for people to
    quieten themselves. "Now, before we are all fed and watered, I do have a few
    announcements. First is to welcome all your new and returning faces to another year
    at this blessed school. I must remind you all now, that the Forbidden Forest is to
    remain just that, forbidden. That magic in the school corridors is not to be
    permitted, and Mr Filch's long list of prohibited items has indeed, once more, grown
    longer." His eyes twinkled merrily as he gave a side glance to the smirking Weasley
    twins. "I would also like to introduce our new Defence Against the Dark Arts
    Professor, Alastor Moody."

    The man did not rise and received no applause. "Mad Eye? The Mad Eye Moody?"

    Harry had heard of the man – Dora would wax lyrical about the ex-Auror's talents.
    He had trained her in her introductory period, and he had heard all about the living
    legend. The tales of his battle scars were enough to haunt and man, woman, or child.
    But Harry had that unique, innate, gift of being able to see beyond what was on the
    outside to focus on within.

    "He looks sad," he muttered.

    "Sad? Terrifying, more like." Neville shuddered, a chill rushing into his
    bones.

    There were agreements from around him, causing Harry to feel dejected by his
    peers' inability to see Moody how he did. A slight squeeze of his hand caused him to
    look directly into Katie's eyes where he found emotions pouring into him from her
    gaze. Her lips twitched upwards slightly as she exhaled slowly through her nose. She
    nodded her head, showing that she trusted his judgement in this matter, which lifted
    Harry's mood considerably.

    "I also have some regretful news that this year, the Inter-House Quidditch Cup
    will no longer be taking place." There was silence in the room, before a cacophony of
    thunder erupted into the student mass. Dumbledore let the gripes and complaints carry
    on until he had decided that enough was enough, and with a flair, raised his wand to
    the air. Soon enough, there was quiet. They had all experience the noises that the
    Headmaster's wand could produce and even with their complaints, they would be cowed
    into the silence for Dumbledore to continue with what he wished to say. "On a similar
    note, I believe a congratulations are indeed in order for our resident professional
    Seeker. So, a quick round of applause for Mr Potter, if you will." This was enough
    for a slight distraction, as a thoroughly embarrassed Harry Potter ducked his head
    down to the table, shrinking into his robes to hope to avoid being seen. This was not
    enough, however, as the Circle were quite prominent, and the cheers and claps could
    easily be detected to be directed straight at him. "Yes, yes, now." Quiet descended
    on the Hall as Dumbledore enjoyed the rise of anticipation. "This year, instead of
    our fine, fine, sporting event, will host another, more prominent one. For this year,
    Hogwarts shall be the one to accommodate none other, than the Triwizard
    Tournament!"

    The talk of the Tournament was all anyone could really discuss after that. The
    Feast began, and Harry wondered if he could possibly sample all of the delicious
    looking food on offer. He got some strange looks from his housemates, but they were
    not the worst ones he had ever had, so easily ignored them.

    When the night was drawing to a close, Harry and company walked contently, as well
    as tiredly, up the winding, moving, staircases to the portrait of the Fat Lady and
    their common room.

    George was the first to break. "C'mon Harrikins, spill it. We've been trying to
    get dad and Charlie to tell us what they knew, and it's been killing us most of the
    summer. Why do you look like you already knew?"

    The looks were not horrible. They contained a more teasing quality over anything
    else, but his words had drawn a slight crowd, and the Chaser trio had moved in to
    protect their little Potter from the attention. Katie's glare at the redhead shut him
    up instantly, and the Circle decided to make their way to their 'reserved' seats by
    the comfortingly crackling fire.

    "It's nothing too exciting. Dora had told me that there was a surprise for
    Hogwarts this year, and she can't keep a secret to save her life. She managed to tell
    me that there was some sort of event happening this year, but it was Viktor who told
    me, considering he's one of the Durmstrang students coming." There was silence. "What
    did I say?"

    "Um, do you mean Viktor Krum?" Ginny asked shocked.

    "Y-yeah. We've kept in contact after the World Cup. He's actually really smart and
    really friendly when you get to know him."

    "Harry, do you not think that that may be a kind of important thing to say to
    someone?"

    Harry blinked confusedly at Angelina, though he noticed quickly that she was only
    saying what everyone else appeared to be thinking. "Maybe? I didn't think it was
    important."

    Katie slid to his side, wrapping an arm around his waist as she brough his head
    underneath her chin. "No one's upset with you Harry, it's just a bit of a shock." She
    finished her words with a feather-light kiss to his temple, creating a slight shiver
    to move down Harry's spine. "It's nice to see you making friends outside of us.
    Anyway, I have a better question. Going back to our discussion earlier, what did the
    hat try to choose between for you, Harry? Mine was like Fay, only Gryffindor on the
    cards, and I couldn't be happier with that choice," she finished, an obviousness
    emanating out of her that this was completely true. Her hold on Harry was always
    tender, but to him, it felt ever better when placing it side-by-side with Dora's
    affection.

    "He couldn't decide between any of them. Said that I would be a good fit in all
    four but chose Gryffindor in the end. No idea why."

    Katie's laugh was always pleasing to Harry's ear. "Why am I not surprised?"

    The Weasleys proudly informed them that they would always be destined for
    Gryffindor too – there would never be another destination for their Clan. Angelina
    was Gryffindor too; however, the Hat had apparently toyed with a final destination in
    Ravenclaw.

    "No idea why it decided against it. Maybe it knew that Gryffindor needed a
    competent Chaser for once."

    The group let out indignant replies, but it was all in good fun.

    "Slytherin, really? But I thought that…"

    Alicia shook her head at Fay, "Nope, I'm technically a Half-Blood, even if both my
    parents are Muggleborns, so that seems to be okay. But I had heard all about
    Slytherin's prejudice from my mum and dad. No way was I going to step foot in
    there."

    They talked into the night, but as Harry started to droop the sound of a cooing
    Fay and Katie, they decided to call it for then. Neville escorted Harry upstairs,
    which was easily done after Neville's summer growth spurt, and into their dorm which
    was not upon the fourth floor.

    Harry slept easy that night. The nightmares were always dulled within Hogwarts and
    being near so many of the people he cared for, and cared for him, combined with the
    protective nature of the castle, he was able to sleep peacefully for the first time
    in so long.

    The next morning, Harry stretched out in his bed, soaking in the early morning
    air. It appeared as though he may have accidentally slept in, but decided that, for
    once, he would simply go with the flow. He only hoped that Katie had not waited for
    him since her normal early wake up and had instead decided to entertain breakfast
    solo.

    "Good morning, Nev."

    "Mornin', Harry," he yawned as he entered the room, scratching idly at his hair.
    "Last I checked there was no one in the bathroom, so head on in. Need to see the
    damage for today, don't we? So hurry up so we can get downstairs"

    Harry chuckled, thanking his friend as he got up, padding his way out of the door
    to begin his morning rituals. It was systematic at this point. A morning's series of
    events that require no thought or depth and was enough to get Harry's mind to begin
    functioning as a normal human being as the sleep defrosted from his mind, and
    wakefulness built up gradually.

    He absently placed his school clothes on, dressing himself in the robes above
    them, and left to head to the common room where he found Katie chatting away with a
    friend from her year that he believed was named Clarissa, as well as Neville and Fay
    who had decided to wait for him too.

    "Hey there, sleepyhead," Katie called out as she saw him. "Did you not want to get
    breakfast with me or something?"

    Harry only giggled in response but felt an uneasiness in the tone of voice that
    Katie was using. There was a hint of Dora in it, and something else that he had heard
    elsewhere but for the life of him could not work out where from.

    "Sorry, Katie. I must have been more tired than I thought. I, er, haven't been
    sleeping very well lately."

    His heart could have melted at the concern that flashed over her features. He had
    come closer to her now, but she was already halfway across the common room with her
    hand on his forehead and eyes roaming over his face. "Why haven't you said anything?
    Are you okay? Do you need to see Madam Pomfrey?"

    "Haha, I'm fine, Katie. Better than I was yesterday, I suppose. I just needed some
    sleep and being here was enough to get me a restful one."

    He hated worrying others. Despised it, even. That part of him that was getting
    smaller and smaller each day (month? year?) refused to accept that he was deserving
    of help and acknowledgment. However, it was times like this, when someone as caring
    for him as Katie showed how much she cared… His heart would seem fit to burst with
    the joy it could bring.

    She let out a 'hmm' at his words, a sense of disbelief lacing her worry. "Well, if
    you're sure... But I want you to promise me that if you feel bad later, you'll go to
    the Hospital Wing."

    "Yes, Katie, I promise. No, I will! Really!" He initiated the hug this time,
    pressing against her tightly to show her that he had listened and taken on board what
    she had said to him.

    In a dark corner of the common room, away from windows and candlelight and the
    fireplace, Ronald Weasley sat glaring out of the shadows. His fists clenched and
    teeth gritting together painfully. "How is this fair?" he whispered to no one.
    Frustrated tears came unwanted, and he rose to leave for breakfast. Guilt was eating
    at his insides, and shame rotting his mind. He gave one last glance at the group of
    cheerful Gryff's, sniffled once, and left.

    Harry had seen this, and his heart ached for the boy. He had tried, once, but all
    he could see now was what he used to be. What he could have been.

    Reaching out for help, only to be ignored.

    Alone.
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    They entered the Great Hall as a group; Harry waved and smiled at those who
    greeted him, paying extra attention to his favourite staff members. Professor Vector
    was as bubbly as always with a bounce in her step and a playful nudge at him as she
    walked by him to set herself up for the day.

    "Welcome back, Mr Potter," said McGonagall as she made her way to him and his
    friends as they were seating themselves in preparation for a hearty breakfast.
    "Always a pleasure, and I have not been able to congratulate you in person yet, so I
    decided to kill two birds with one stone, as the adage goes."

    "Thank you, Professor," he replied.

    "Your timetables, boys and girls. I expect you all to show the competing schools
    exactly what makes Hogwarts students as good as they are perceived globally." She
    gave a hard look at the Weasley twins as well as a lighter one to Neville. "I would
    hope dearly that Miss Bell and Mister Potter's work ethics would have rubbed off on
    you, so get preparing."

    Harry chuckled at the indignant look on Fred and George's face, his action
    creating a ripple down the table as everyone knew what the duo were like.

    Harry unfolded the piece of parchment, straightening it out to fully read it. "It
    doesn't look too bad…"

    Monday: Defence Against the Dark Arts – 11am-2pm, Care of Magical Creatures –
    2.30pm-5.30pm

    Tuesday: Charms – 9am-11.30am, Transfiguration – 12.30pm-2pm, Potions –
    2.30pm-5.30pm

    Wednesday: Astronomy – 11pm-1.30am

    Thursday: Arithmancy – 2pm-5pm

    Friday: Herbology – 1pm-4pm

    "Tuesday seems to be a bit heavy, but the rest of the week seems okay."

    Neville bit his lip, a hesitant look crossing his face. "Harry… I enjoy the
    positivity, but I can't handle Charms, Transfiguration, and Snape all in a
    single day."

    Harry knew that his friend still had issues with his confidence in magic – he
    could accept that probably greater than anyone else. Yet he was determined to see
    Neville flourish far greater than he was at that time. McGonagall's words had some
    merit, in fact, and the skill of his friends had indeed grown since he had started
    the current closeness with them all.

    "C'mon, Nev. Fay's wandered off somewhere. Let's go find her and go out to the
    grounds for a bit."

    He bid farewell to the Circle who had gathered in the Hall. Katie's gentle caress
    of his hand as he walked past her. They shared a smile as their eyes locked, and
    Harry had to fight to tear himself away. Shaking his head imperceptibly, he focused
    on Neville's annoyed, self-depreciative moaning.

    They walked around some Slytherins as they entered, Tracey among them. She was
    deep in conversation with her friend, Lily, and only noticed him when she almost
    barged straight through the two Gryffs.

    "Ah, my apologies, Harry." Her face was redder than Harry had ever seen it before
    – a trait that he was becoming all too familiar with, though he did not understand
    why.

    "It's okay, Tracey."

    "Trace, come on," an impatient sounding Lily Moon muttered from beside her.

    Tracey nodded at her diminutive friend – the other Slytherin was possibly the only
    person he knew within their age range who was actually smaller than he was.
    "Yes, I know, Lily." She sighed as she turned to speak to Harry. "We can catch up
    later, Harry. Just send me a letter if you wish to talk. Besides, at some point there
    is something I wish to discuss with you, yet there is no rush as of now."

    She walked off with a smirking friend to a table of frowning Snakes who had
    witnessed the brief display. Harry looked at her retreating back, slight confusion
    setting in, as he ultimately decided to push this interaction out of his mind for now
    and focus on his ailing friend.

    He caught up with Neville halfway to get outside the castle, almost laughing at
    the lost look in the boy's face which changed to relief when he realised that he had
    not lost Harry.

    "Neville," he said with humour lacing his words, "you might need to pay a bit more
    attention."

    They found Fay a few minutes later, her hair singed slightly and a scowl on her
    face she cursed audibly at a retreating Peeves the Poltergeist. Harry drew his wand,
    fixing the damage done, much to the thanks of his friend.

    They once more had Herbology with the Badgers, though Harry and Fay were slightly
    put off when Neville was to work with Susan and Hannah for the lesson, whilst they
    were to be with Justin Finch-Fletchey. They had nothing against the boy personally,
    but he seemed to exude a true essence of 'rich boy behaviour' that reminded Harry of
    a lesser version of his cousin, Dudley.

    He was polite though, so Harry responded in kind. He had not really had much
    interaction with Justin before, but Harry would always attempt to see the good in
    people, and was having to balance the slightly arrogant boy with the growing
    annoyance of one of his best friends beside him.

    "Listen up, everyone!" Sprout called out. "These groups are only temporary; I want
    everyone to have working with different groupings by the years end, and I will be
    keeping an eye out for repeated formations." She walked to the centre of the
    greenhouse, her wand coming to her hand as she moved. "Now, though dangerous flora
    are abundant in the magical wilds, there is usually only a few that will affect you
    in your day-to-day activities outside of school. However, this year will be less of a
    'hands on' approach, and more a learning experience that I can only provide by
    showing you. You may still be involved in practical learning, but the danger of this
    year is better shown to you. Now," she flicked her wand at a set of pots in front of
    her, "we have here 3 variation of the same plant, but each one has had different
    upbringings. The one to the left has had extremes of sunlight, nutrition, and magic.
    It is harmless when brought to human touch, however, if the necessary functions
    brought to it are removed…" Sprout cast a spell, removing the light shining on to it.
    The plant appeared to grow spikes all around it, twisting itself until an audible
    crack was heard. The Professor muttered some spell that he did not know, and what
    appeared to be a rose formed beside it. "As you can see," she said as the class
    witnessed the original tear the new one to shreds, "It behaves almost humanlike; when
    placed into a different environment that what it is used to, it behaves with
    aggression and destroys something as harmless as this rose.

    "Now this second one has been raised as a normal plant would have. Note the
    standard behaviour." She summoned a new rose, placing it beside the magical plant
    that appeared identical to the first. "In a sense, this plant behaves more like a
    magical creature. It has no recognisable name, as it is the same plant down to its
    basic fundamentals, but its outcome is unique dependant on its environment. We, in
    the United Kingdom, simply call it the 'Chameleon Weed' in lieu of a better name."
    She pointed at the magical and non-magical flower. "And as you can see, they are
    appearing to coexist with no differentiation in behaviour. This is the truly standard
    norm for this plant when grown as a common houseplant, but as you can see there is no
    interaction.

    "And the third, and final one, I will be showing you, is this." She picked up the
    rose and moved it over to the last plant. Within seconds, the flower had wrapped
    itself around the rose and was pulling it in to itself, opening its petals and stem
    to fuse it to its body. The end result appeared to be a hybrid of the original and
    the rose. To Harry, it appeared quite pretty. "This one is one that has had a mixture
    of the first's environment, and, as it has grown, has had that positive growth
    interrupted. And as you can all see, the final flower has grasped the rose and made
    it a part of itself – a new plant has been created. Sometimes, this can be good,
    other times, bad. I believe that this has turned out quite beautiful. No one knows
    where this flower comes from, but it pops up every now and then, much to the surprise
    of the garden's owner!"

    Harry and Fay left Neville to his two Hufflepuff friends when the lesson had
    (finally) ended, smirking good-naturedly as they went.

    "It's good that he has friends other than us," Fay chirped.

    Harry nodded his assent at his friend's words. "I'm glad." Fay glanced sideways at
    him, her eyes remaining forward as she walked. "I mean it! Yeah, he's meant to be my
    best friend alongside you, but if I got upset every time one of you talked to someone
    else, I would be…"

    She put an arm around his shoulders, her other hand coming up to muss his already
    unruly locks. Neither of them had actually sat and discussed Harry's history, but she
    was simply… there. For him. And for that he was thankful. She knew about what he was
    to say before he stopped himself, and the unspoken words were communicated through
    the output of each's emotions. It was the comfortability that had evolved over the
    last three years that had enforced the creation of not one, but two best, and most
    amazing, friends.

    They arrived in the Great Hall quickly, their companionable silence speeding their
    perceptions of time up without their realisation. As they sat down, they were
    experiencing the current sixth years waxing lyrical about Professor Moody.

    "Is he really that good?" Harry sceptically asked George.

    The boy vehemently nodded his head. There was an awestruck look there that Harry
    had never seen before on the boy. "All that, and so much more, Harrikins. Just you
    wait! The guy really knows his stuff." Quieter, he said, "And, I know that Lupin was
    great and all, but he was you know… what he is. That, and the two before…
    just keep an eye and ear out."

    The weekend came and went, and before Harry knew it, he was sat within Moody's
    Defence classroom with a roiling gut and burning headache. His hand and arm and
    forehead felt like they were on fire.

    "CONSTANT VIGILANCE!"

    The shout did not help matters. Fay, who was seated beside him, wrapped her hand
    around his, a look of concern on her face as she stared at him.

    Their professor has been explaining the year's upcoming teaching and was now
    directing their attention to an enlarged spider placed upon his table. The lesson
    being taught to them was all about the Unforgivable curses. The Hufflepuffs in the
    room had remained silent when Moody asked them if they knew what the three curses
    were, but Ron Weasley, of all people, answered the first.

    Moody had then performed the Imperio curse upon the spider, and that was
    when the pain began in Harry's head. He would normally have been able to at least
    attempt to comfort Neville after his knowledge on the Torture Curse, but when it had
    been performed, the Dark Magic had become a beacon of pain.

    "Avada Kedavra," a voice whispered in the silent room.

    This was repeated by their Professor, and all pain vanished. There were eyes
    directed upon him, but he was so relieved that the agony had ended that he simply did
    not care.

    "Only one has ever survived this curse." Moody came to his desk, a look of unease
    on that scarred and grizzled face. "However, there is a caveat to these curses, being
    that they are no longer illegal if consent is ever used. And by consent, I mean from
    sound, unchanged minds. Albus Dumbledore has allowed my uses of the Imperius Curse
    upon students who wish to have it performed upon them. I will never use the
    Torture or Killing on a person; it is ethically wrong, and I personally find them
    distasteful. Yet I see the logic in trying to get you to fight off mental control.
    So, all who wish to do so, LINE UP!" He was almost gentle in his speech when he spoke
    to Harry while everyone else was moving to the wall. "Potter, if you don't mind, I
    would like a word with you some time this week. Go. I believe you have Hagrid next.
    Longbottom, I see you are still frazzled. I am allowing you to leave this class for
    the day. Relax for now. A stressed mind is good for combat, but a wounded one, which
    is different, will only harm you."

    Neville and Harry were mute, but their expressions seemed to placate the man. The
    two packed their things away and traipsed out of the room, all intentions to speak to
    their large friend if at all possible.

    It appeared as though he was finishing up the first lesson that the new third
    years would have, as evidenced by the awed looks and happy comments as they left a
    waving Hagrid, who was stood next to a preening Hippogriff.

    "'Arry! Neville! Goo' ta see ya. Jus' bear with me a few minu'es an' I'll be righ'
    with ya."

    "Take your time, Hagrid," said Harry, exhaustion lacing his tone.

    The duo watched as the man began to herd the Hippogriffs away and down a path into
    the Forbidden Forest. They stood in a companionable silence as they awaited Hagrid's
    return.

    "Alrigh' you two, inside now. I'll pu' on a spo' a tea and we can 'ave a
    cha'."

    Hagrid did not ask why they were there – Harry was a frequent attender at his hut,
    and more often than not would drag his friends with him on his visits. Neither
    decided to leave the cosy inside to return to the castle for a bite to eat and
    instead decided to brave Hagrid's rather Spartan cooking attempt.

    His first Care of Magical Creatures for the fourth years went off without a single
    hitch. Not that Harry believed that this could have happened; Harry trusted his large
    friend to do right by his students. Yes, he could be… absent minded at times, but
    never would he have a student harmed in his presence.

    "Hagrid, do you have Manticores by any chance?" Harry inquired. Though he should
    have been terrified by the prospect of the incredibly dangerous creature being
    nearby, Harry's innate curiosity regarding magical creatures got the better of him.
    He looked down at the small, shelled creatures that dotted the singed grass around
    them. "Because they seem to be a lot like them."

    "Hahaha, no, 'Arry. Well, no' round 'ere I don'. Can' tell ya exac'ly where I go'
    'em from tho'." Hagrid used a finger to point at the side of his nose, winking at
    Harry as he did. "Trade secre' an' all."

    Harry let out a silent chuckle at his friend's behaviour; the 'Skrewts', as Hagrid
    had named them, were not appealing to look at, and seemed to enjoy terrorising the
    other students, were almost docile in Harry's presence. His mind reflected back on
    Fawkes, sitting on his perch as he looked after the Headmaster, and to the Basilisk,
    which was most likely still rotting away in the Chamber. Two different extremes of
    creatures, yet both had a large impact in his life.

    "Harry," groaned Fay, "The lesson is over, can we please leave?"

    Moody definitely knew the workings of human psychology. Harry felt almost a
    hundred times better since his leaving the classroom. Hagrid, Neville, Fay, and soon
    the others too, would all be there to pick him up from the ground. The tingling
    sensation that scratched within him was still prominent from the residue of Dark
    Magic that Moody had created, yet compared to his history, this was almost nothing
    now to worry about for the young Potter.

    As the evening wore on, his mind looked back on the comparisons of lessons he had
    had so far. He felt so drawn to the flowers that Sprout showed them, establishing an
    intrinsic need to understand how they worked. Fortunately for him, Neville was just
    as, if not more, interested that he, so Harry left his trust in his friend blossom
    out and take hold. The Dark Magic of the Unforgivables were just as poignant to
    Harry, but for a different reason. Whereas the Herbology lesson was intriguing to
    Harry's need to understand magic, the three curses, even if only named, set his
    hackles rising and his mind into overdrive. The adverse reaction his scars had to
    them only hastened his want to forget that such things even existed.

    His conversation with Mad Eye Moody came the next day. After his first Charms
    lesson had finished, from which Harry was ecstatic that he could experience once more
    the teachings of his favourite Professor, he had left the room to see the
    intimidating visage of their Defence teacher.

    "Potter," he snarled gruffly. "About that discussion."

    Neville stepped closer to his friend; an act that had Harry's eyes soften in
    appreciation. Tracey Davis, who was exiting the room behind them, stopped, and stared
    at the scene, and Harry noted out of the corner of his eye that she was subtly
    drawing her wand.

    "Professor…"

    "I just wanted to talk to you, Potter. But it's good to see that you have loyal
    friends by your side." His fake eye swivelled in its socket wildly. "Don't think I
    don't know you're there, Dunbar. I can see your magic swirling. I'm not going to harm
    a hair on the boy's head."

    "It's okay, I knew that the Professor would want to speak to me. He said so
    yesterday, I'm just a bit shocked that you would turn up here though."

    "Yes, well, I think it an important conversation we need to have."

    Harry's lips thinned as he looked at the man. Dora would always sing his praises,
    stating that the man was a living legend of an Auror. That even Voldemort thought
    twice before facing him. Not that the Dark Lord ever did. In the last war, Moody and
    Voldemort had never come to blows, much to the ex-Auror's complaints, according to
    Harry's big sister.

    A stray thought entered his head. "Where to, Professor? Are we okay to walk and
    talk? We've got Transfiguration in an hour and I would like to be nearby, if that is
    okay with you?"

    A glimmer of something different entered the man's eye, followed by a terrifying
    grin. "Come on then, Potter."

    Harry bid farewell to his wary friends, assuring them that he would be seeing them
    later where he would be safe and sound, and turned to follow the clunking sound of
    Alastor Moody's prosthetic leg.

    "I want you to listen, Potter. Do not talk. Do not respond. Not until I'm done."
    Harry nodded his head, his smaller legs working to keep up with the erratic haste of
    Moody's pace. "Something is coming this year, and Albus seems to believe that you
    will be caught up in it all. No. Don't answer that, not yet.

    "This 'Triwizard Tournament' that the Ministry are using to exploit themselves,"
    he let out a very Sirius bark of laughter. "What a joke. Three years and you don't go
    looking for trouble, and instead, this year, such an event will only bring trouble to
    you. I don't know how. I do not know when. I only know that all variables must be
    looked at. They call me paranoid, but it isn't paranoia when they're actually out to
    get you." Moody stopped in the hallway, turning to face a wide-eyed Harry directly.
    "Potter, I knew your mother and father. Never trusted that woman not to do something
    selfless. Sure, she was loyal, but sometimes loyalty can be a curse. One that dragged
    James Potter down with her. If not for her loyalty, could they still be alive? Bah,
    I'm getting off track. The reason why I am talking with you now… I need your help.
    Your scars are born of Dark Magic, and it seems as though severe usage of it in your
    presence can act as a warning. A beacon of sorts. Now, Nymphadora speaks highly, and
    non-stop, about you, so I hope my faith in you can be rewarded.

    "I don't trust easily. Blame it on years of betrayals. But I trust Albus. And
    Albus' phoenix trusts you. And if you cannot trust a phoenix of Albus Dumbledore's
    then who can you trust? Dark Magic has a more disastrous effect on those who are most
    attuned against it, did you know that?" He took Harry's silence as a means to
    continue. "The fact that such a use of the Imperius caused such pain in you… I have
    used Dark Magic before. I have used the Killing Curse, Potter. I used it to put down
    rabid dogs that trailed in the wake of a Dark Lord that used terror to establish a
    Magical Kingdom that spread throughout the world. Do I regret corrupting my magic and
    soul to save the lives of hundreds, if not thousands? Not for a minute.

    "Potter… Harry. Albus has told me what became of you. To face down the Dark Lord,
    even in a weakened form, to face a Basilisk and survive, and to live the way you have
    lived… What you have endured." Respect. That was what shimmered in that real eye.
    Harry felt his breath hitch in his throat. "Your life is cursed, Harry. Cursed to be
    a magnet for this kind of trouble. And I see it in your eyes. I see that you
    constantly look in the corner, that your back is never to a door and you always try
    to know what exists behind you. That you have people you trust and care for but still
    hold them at arm's length, only letting them in when they have earned your trust. But
    believe me, Harry, opening yourself up to too many people is never good for your
    survival."

    "But, sir, does that mean I shouldn't trust you?" Harry did not know what made him
    say that. Maybe it was the jab at his Circle that created a bravery that he did not
    realised he possessed.

    "CONSTANT VIGILANCE! Of course you shouldn't trust me!" Moody was grinning now,
    his mouth set in something less of a grimace, and more of a true smile. "Ha!
    Nymphadora was right about you, Potter. Returning to my original point. When the
    Tournament begins, I need you to be my eyes and ears. My radar - yes, I know Muggle
    technology so wipe that look off your face – to detect the danger before it strikes.
    Can you do this for me?"

    Harry stood still, his mind moving a mile a minute. "What do you need me to
    do?"

    "Hah! I wonder if my trust can be placed onto you, Potter? There will be so many
    unknowns, and so many possibilities with the influx of people. There have been
    stirrings on the mainland. Rumbles of an evil trying to return, and I do not like it
    one bit. I need you to be my spy in the ranks, Potter. I can see many things with my
    eye, but you, and your detection could be an early warning system. The ambient magic
    in the castle can dull this, I am aware, but I will take a day, an hour, even a
    minute's warning, over no time at all."

    "I'll help you, Professor. Though I can't promise much."

    Moody and Harry stopped walking, with the man eyeing up the door to the
    Transfiguration classroom like it could turn around and eat them both.

    "I just need enough, Harry. Enough to come out on top. Enough so that nothing else
    need be sacrificed." A jolt went down Harry's spine at the words. "Some of us aren't
    allowed to enjoy the purity of life." The murmur was self-reflective, and Harry was
    not sure if he was meant to hear. "Some of us are cursed to wander the depths of Hell
    so that others can frolic in Paradise." He turned to walk away, clapping Harry on the
    shoulder as he walked by. The action shook Harry, and he flinched as if to cower
    away. "Harry Potter. The Boy-Who-Lived… I wonder if it should have been 'Survived'
    instead. 'Lived' implies so much more."

    The words spoken clung to him throughout his next lesson. His attempts to alter
    the state of what was before him did not falter, and he did not hesitate to perform
    to the standard that McGonagall expected of him. Yet his mind was not there. He
    wondered if Moody's moniker was for more than just his eye.

    "Mr Potter, take 10 points for Gryffindor." Harry shook his head, eyeing up the
    Transfigured mouse that was now flopping about his desk as a fish. "Though I would
    have to say that maybe I should have taken some for your distracted demeanour
    instead."

    "Sorry, Professor."

    "Never you mind, just see that you do not lose focus again." She paused before she
    started to walk away. "Maybe a quiet word before you leave, Mr Potter. Professor
    Moody and the Headmaster have explained some things to me that I find quite
    disconcerting."

    Harry nodded his agreement, turning his head to see what his friends were up to,
    only to see a mocking face of Draco Malfoy.

    The sigh was audible but seemed to only spur the Malfoy scion on as he began
    making mocking gesture toward him. "Potter," he hissed. "Teacher's pet, eh? Maybe
    there's a reason why your wand wont work." The sniggers of the Snakes surrounding him
    caused their Professor to look back with a stern expression. Malfoy decided not to
    say anything further, instead returning to his failed attempts at
    Transfiguration.

    "It's like a schoolboy crush," Tracey tittered from Harry's right.

    "Please don't put that image in my head. I think Draco would probably never leave
    me a moments peace if that were the case."

    They shared a united laugh, quietening down as the room's noise did.

    "So, what did you want to talk to me about? It seems as though everyone wants to
    talk lately."

    "Maybe tomorrow night, Harry. We share Astronomy, so it would probably be better
    then, if that's okay?"

    Harry nodded his agreement, wary of the hard glare that McGonagall was giving
    them.

    When the lesson was over, Harry remained in his seat after packing up his
    things.

    "Mr Potter, Harry, I do not wish to keep you long. I only wanted to inform you
    that you know that my door is always open to you. Filius wants to extend this offer,
    as well as Septima, too. We only want what is best for you, and if that requirement
    broadens to further discussions, well, then it only seems right to do such."

    "Thank you, Professor. But I-"

    She shook her head, "It is fine, Harry. I do understand. I wish that I could
    understand to a greater extent, but I cannot. So, if all I can do now is wait for you
    to need us, then that is what I shall do. Please though, Alastor is a good man, but
    his views on the world have been tremendously warped. He means well, but… take his
    words with a pinch of salt. Now, off with you. Severus will be annoyed - more annoyed
    – if you are late to his lesson."

    Harry bade her thanks and sprinted off to the dungeons, hoping that Snape would be
    better this year than the last.

    His wishes were not granted.

    "Tsk, tsk, tsk. Mr Potter, to think that you believe that your fame would be
    enough to grant you a free pass in my class is… idiotic, to say the least." The drawl
    and sneer and smirk were solely directed upon him. The vast majority of the
    Slytherins in the room were loudly guffawing at Harry's misery. "Well, what more can
    one expect from a Potter, and one such dunderhead who graced my classroom. Tut, tut.
    What a pity your scar did not improve your brain power. Merely reduced it to a
    fragment of its worth, I believe."

    Harry's hands were shaking in his lap. A warmness spread behind his eyes. 'I will
    not cry. I will not.' He refused to give the Snakes and their vindictive teacher the
    satisfaction. All he had done was stir the potion they were making clockwise instead
    of counter clockwise. Tracey had been his guide throughout the potion making, and he
    thought he was doing so well.

    "Harry, calm down," Tracey whispered with her hand in front of her mouth. "I know.
    But you have to keep everything cool before you do something you regret."

    Harry breathed in long and deep through his nose. He held his breath for a few
    seconds, then released the air out of his mouth in a long, drawn out, exhale. The
    world became silent as he repeated this several more times, then, when he had calmed
    down, his eyes removed the glazed look, and he focused his attention on their
    teacher. 'I still don't understand why Professor Dumbledore doesn't just get rid of
    him.' Snape looked unhealthy, deprived of sunlight, unkempt, but most of all, he
    looked angry. Not at him, but more like at the whole world. He had always
    contemplated the reasons why Snape appeared to single him out above all others, but
    decided to trust Dumbledore's final judgment. Even if he disliked the outcome. The
    Headmaster stated once that Severus Snape will be one of the most important players
    in the future game, and that he would be required at Hogwarts above all else, even
    his own peace.

    "Yes, Professor Snape," Harry grit out. Harry found difficulty in being angry.
    Sometimes he wished he could find it deep in the wellspring of his heart to produce a
    rage so foul that all negativity could wash away. Yet he could not. Images would swim
    in his mind's eye of blood and the dark and the sounds of his screaming and begging
    for help. No. Harry had seen what rage does to people – he had experienced it
    first-hand – and the mental blocks he had placed there was something he would make
    sure to never let loose.

    By the time the lesson was over, Harry was ready to crumble to the ground. So much
    of his improvement would almost be rejected in favour of the derogatory behaviour of
    their Potions Professor. Improvement would start, once again, with the comforting of
    Fay and Neville; Katie and the rest would come after. It was almost as if Sirius'
    newfound freedom had been taken as a personal offence by Snape, and his
    vindictiveness and hate would be taken out on the young Potter instead of a broken
    man he could not touch.

    "I-I think I'm going to the owlery," Harry said to his friends. "I'm not that
    hungry, and I need to reply to Dora anyway." Woe betides the man if Harry decided to
    let his sister know of how Snape acted around him.

    She had told him the month prior, that parents had been pushing for Snape's
    removal for years, but it was the likes of the Malfoy, Greengrass, and Nott families
    that pushed political pressure forth, that kept him on. Albus Dumbledore was simply a
    cog in the machine to keep the burden known as Snape at Hogwarts.

    "So, what did you want to talk to me about?"

    Sinistra had left them to do some group work; identifying marks made upon the
    Jovian Moons. Naturally, as they were placed into pairs, Tracey had dragged Harry off
    and together they placed their telescopes side by side.

    "Ah, yes." Tracey fidgeted. "Well, I need to tell you something. Something…
    important. I-"

    "Davis! I would have thought that you could have had a better choice than Potter,
    but I guess even the most presentable still have flaws."

    The girlish laughter would never had been prevalent if Professor Sinistra were
    there. Harry took a quick glance around the Astronomy Tower and could find no trace
    of her. 'Can I not have just a normal week? Is that not too much to ask to be a
    student for once?'

    "Shut it Parkinson. I can be friends with who I wish to be friends with. I, unlike
    you, have some form of independence."

    The other girl burned bright red. "This is neither the time, nor the place."

    "Why? Because we are in public? Malfoy is always spouting nonsense as he questions
    Harry's bravery. Funny that he cannot say that right now and has to have his
    girlfriend fight his battles for him." Tracey's nose was upturned, and her magic was
    crackling the air.

    Harry could see Lily Moon making her tiny frame even smaller as she stood next to
    Lavender Brown, refusing to be a part in the events occurring within Gryffindor
    earshot. Malfoy, his two goons, and Blaise Zabini were clumped together, making a
    slight racket that Harry was sure was to distract their Professor when she returned.
    The rest were stood in front of him.

    Tracey had taken an almost defensive stance, wand out and her back flush against
    his front as she covered him from view. The darkness was such that he could not make
    out her features, but he could sense her anger and hostility.

    "Come now, Davis. To defend a Gryffindor, and a Half-Blood blood traitor? Do you
    not have any shame?" Daphne Greengrass had a shrill voice and was said to only have
    her looks going for her, if her poor grades and slow wit revealed.

    "My blood is thicker than your own, Greengrass."

    "Why you jumped up bint-"

    "We have nothing against you, Davis," Nott interrupted. "Nor against Potter,
    really. But you know how it is. Politics and all."

    'Malfoy', Harry thought to himself.

    "Well, you can tell him that his man-crush has to stop interfering with my
    friendship." Harry could have found this situation funny if he were not in the middle
    of it all. Seeing Tracey defend him like this from her housemates… "I can befriend
    who I want, and Draco Malfoy is not going to stop that even if he throws a hissy fit.
    Please find it in yourselves to remind your oh so fearless leader, that the Davis
    family is from older and wealthier stock than his own. You all know the reason why my
    family is not within the Sacred 28, and it has nothing to do with blood purity or
    gold."

    They gave her dark looks but left all the same. Harry slipped his hand into her
    own, smiling slightly when she laced their fingers together. Katie always made him
    feel better by doing this, and he was glad that he was able to do the same to his
    friend. "You didn't have to do this for me. But thank you. Wont this backfire later?"
    he asked concernedly.

    She shook her head. "No, Draco may like to talk the big game, but my family has
    far more allies within the House than he does. Politics is constantly on the table in
    Slytherin, and Malfoy only believes he is top dog, when he is only a mongrel. Barking
    at the moon and thinking himself victorious when the sun rises."

    "While you are pedigree? Watching the moon for what it is but anticipating the
    dawn?"

    Her laughter was bell-like, chiming, and pleasant to his ears. "I think my
    verbosity and intellect may have rubbed off on you, Harry." Her laughter continued
    good-naturedly, putting his mood up throughout the night.

    By the time Harry's head hit the pillow early in the morning, he had forgotten
    that Tracey had something important to discuss with him.

    When Harry sat down in his Arithmancy class the next day, Septima Vector was there
    waiting for him. Once more she greeted him with verve, but inside lay a sense of
    foreboding.

    She had spoken to the Headmaster the previous night, laying out her fears and
    worries before him. Though she left with a lighter heart, her concern was still large
    for the boy that reminded her so much of Lily…

    He had her predilection for gathering allies and friends to him as a flame
    attracts a moth. He had even drawn in a Slytherin that would look at him with the
    same reverence that a boy had done so long ago.

    There was even a comparison that could be made between herself and Harry's
    self-styled 'Circle'.

    'I wonder. I bet you are as clueless as Lily was, aren't you? She never knew
    her full worth, and she had the poorest luck I think I have ever seen apart from your
    own. Enemies and friends, love and hate. Though, she won in the end, did she not?
    There is only regret that lives down that road.'

    She could have hated the boy. She could have been so much like Severus that pain
    would all she would have ever been able to inflict. But that would be an insult to
    Lily Evans. It would be an insult to the happy memories she had shared with the
    fiery, passionate girl, who was so full of love and affection that it blinded all
    others who stood near her.

    'Lily… What could have become of us that day if things had gone so
    different?'

    It was a question she asked herself often.

    But she taught the boy, and all the others, and over the full year she knew him,
    all she could see was what she missed out. What was taken from her. What had been
    ripped out of her grasp and then thrown in her face as if mocking the what ifs and
    sleepless nights wondering. What she never had.

    His smile was hers.

    He looked so much like James, but there were so many little things that only she
    could pick up on. Their smile, their eyes, their expressions, their mannerisms.

    People had oft told her that Harry Potter was nothing like his parents. Sirius
    would be the one to ask about James but could see a new Lily in his seat. New, but so
    different.

    'He is so full of pain. Of hurt. I wish I could drag it all out of
    you, Harry. But… I am not strong enough. My time is over now, and it is down to the
    new generation to ease your suffering. That Bell girl, and now Sirius, and even this
    Tonks character. I guess they'll just be the beginning.'

    Tracey was leaning in close to him, he could see his flushed face and confused
    eyes, and almost felt like smirking herself. She clapped her hands together,
    signalling the attention of the class.

    'I can only make a wish. I wish that your life becomes better than ours was. I
    think, no, I know, that you have sacrificed too
    much already. There is no need for any more. Not now.'
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    Harry lay across the sofa, the fireplace roaring as it sprang forth a comforting
    heat upon him. The Common Room was hushed as students quietly chatted away. Harry's
    head lay on Katie's lap, the blush on his face had long since receding, while his
    knees were brought up so his feet were placed upon the sofa cushion on the middle
    space. Neville sat at the end; his face scrunched up in a confused grimace as his
    potions essay was placed before him half finished.

    The Twins were off in a corner, serious looks on their faces as they scribbled on
    a parchment furiously, whilst their sister was laughing quietly at the antics of her
    friend, Luna, who she and Hermione had smuggled into Gryffindor Tower. Many knew of
    her House's predilection for making the girl's life uncomfortable, so the Lions had
    decided to turn a blind eye to her entering their Den.

    Angelina was talking with Katie as she perched on the armrest of the sofa, and
    Alicia and Fay were playing Exploding Snap on the floor; Fay's singed fringe and
    ashen face revealing her frequent, and annoyed, losses.

    He sighed as Katie ran her fingers through his hair, idly scratching at his scalp
    as his eyes closed contentedly. The first full week was over now, and the discussions
    around the coming schools and eventual Tournament, were on everybody's lips.

    His thoughts returned, as they had done since he and Moody talked, to the
    anticipation of horror in the coming year. He knew that Moody was most likely correct
    in his assumptions, even if Fay and Neville had stubbornly refused to have anything
    to do with it. Instead claiming that correlation and causation are two separate
    things… At least, this was stated in their own words.

    But they trusted him, and he trusted them. Harry understood the desire to protect
    these people. This Circle that had formed with he in the centre of it all. They were
    united in their care for each other, and Harry had latched onto them desperately in
    the dark. Clinging to the life raft in desperate hope to stay afloat.

    He would be damned if he were to sink again.

    So he revelled in their touches. Their presence. Their oneness in aspirations to
    keep the bonds they had formed together.

    The past of his story seemed to ebb away with each passing moment. Old nightmares
    beginning to lose momentum as these new fantasies became more and more real.

    Life was forming into a sense of normality that had almost deliberately avoided
    him for so long… There were still scars, both revealed and hidden, that would torment
    Harry forever, but these people were the balm to soothe him, and he knew that he
    would fight for them if he had to. To keep this peace that he refused to let go.

    And so he sighed, stretching himself out as he embraced the gentle heat of
    happiness that he felt in that moment. The rush of adrenaline, and joy of his
    performances in the heat of Quidditch felt as though a fleeting moment, compared to
    that of this constant that made him feel so complete.

    'This might not last forever, so, before the darkness comes once more, I will
    enjoy this peace while it lasts.'
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    They had been standing, almost to attention, for the last 30 minutes upon the
    expansive lawns of the Hogwarts grounds as they awaited the arrival of the two
    foreign schools. The rain above them was being removed as a threat by the constant
    spellwork from the staff members dotting the scenery.

    "I wish they would just bloody hurry up," grumbled a shivering Fay beside Harry,
    who chuckled lightly at her griping.

    "It must take a long time to get from wherever they are to here. Must be a bit of
    a trek."

    "Doesn't mean we have to be stood here," she continued. "We're going to be seeing
    them throughout the year. Can't we, like, delay this for a few hours. I'm tired and
    hungry, Harry."

    They were aligned by house and year, with the seventh years at the front in a
    line, followed by the sixth and so on. Ravenclaws stood to the left, with Gryffindors
    to their right, Hufflepuffs next, ending with Slytherin on the right. Right at the
    front, the teachers were stood in their own line, the Heads of Houses directly in
    front of their students, with Albus Dumbledore ahead on his own.

    Harry had positioned himself directly behind Katie, who was turned slightly to her
    side so that she could talk to her friends (Harry).

    Fay straightened up when she saw McGonagall twist her head sharply in her
    direction, pupils becoming slits; Fay grew a sheepish look and appeared to shrink
    into her robes, grumbling as she did.

    Katie turned back to the front, but with the quiet murmuring that had already
    spread among the students, she had to raise her voice slightly to get Harry to hear
    her. "Bet it'll be nice to see what these new students will be like, eh?"

    Harry smiled. "If they're anything like Viktor, then I'm sure we'll have a great
    time."

    He knew that it was a source of contention around his friends. They had an image
    of him that he could be considered naïve and childish in his approaches, even if he
    were known to be mature in many other ways. It was a promise that he made to himself
    though when he had first met Hagrid… or even before. To have someone treat him as a
    person, with friendship and care, and show affection that he enviously wished to have
    in Dudley's place. He had sworn that he would never let the red darkness surround him
    like he saw in his relatives – nothing would take his integrity and will away from
    him. From this, and to the present, he had unconsciously desired to have the
    connections that friends would bring, and the concept of meeting new people
    fascinated him. Viktor had become a fast friend, even if only over owl delivered
    letters, and he wondered if the others would treat him the same.

    "Harry, McGonagall," Neville hissed from the other side of Fay.

    Harry glanced over to his Head of House, who's lips were a thin line. He swallowed
    slowly, and mouthed a 'sorry, Professor,' over to her. She simply shook her head, but
    Harry definitely saw the twitch of the corner of her lip. As his gaze drifted over to
    the Black Lake – something set of a tingle in the back of his neck as his eyebrows
    furrowed in confusion – he caught Vector's wink, which once again caused his cheeks
    to redden, and Snape's scowling face as he glared right at him in disgust.

    Harry forcefully shoved the thoughts of the sour Professor out of his mind when
    the tingling sensation became almost like sandpaper reaching into the depths of his
    brain.

    This time, his sight was drawn to the sky. He squinted through his lenses, idly
    contemplating the potion regime that Sirius had all but forced him on to improve his
    eyesight, and stared at what appeared to be a large carriage being drawn by enormous,
    winged horses as it barrelled towards the castle.

    He could hear the students shouting as the teachers attempted to calm them all
    down to no avail. Harry listened to the sound of his friends as they expressed their
    amazement but took no note of their words. 'Magic really is amazing.'

    The flying carriage turned its path this way and that, slowing down almost like a
    plane's descent, even the carriage wheels came from underneath in an unseen
    mechanical sequence as it prepared to land.

    It hit the ground with a loud thud, and Harry's heart began to beat faster and
    faster. He tried peer through the ranks of students to no avail – his limited height
    failed him once more. He saw the top of a large door open, with a large woman
    descending down what must have been some steps. With the height of the door, he was
    able to partially see the French students as they took their first steps onto Island
    soil. They appeared to be dressed flimsily, in clothing that looked silky and more
    suited for fashion than the cold weather of the Norther British Isles.

    He also noted their objective beauty. He was aware of how some people can be
    aesthetically pleasing in their looks. He could cite people such as Professor Vector,
    Dora, Cedric, and some of the nameless students who he had never really interacted
    with. He saw the beauty in his friends as well, but with all of these people he never
    really understood how someone's facial and bodily structures should impact
    attractiveness. People such as Greengrass and Malfoy revelled in the attention that
    they believed their looks brought them, and their attitudes were reminiscent to the
    smug swaggers that the Beauxbatons students brought with them. It made Harry slightly
    uncomfortable, but internally he considered that maybe they did not realise. Culture
    differs in expression, and Harry was not one to judge someone's worth so immediately
    and lightly.

    There was a slight gap between Houses, and there were many a gawping face when the
    newly incorporated teens almost glided through the middle of the four houses up to
    the castle entrance.

    Lavender Brown and Parvati Patil were to Harry's right, and were commenting with
    quiet giggles upon the arrivals as they floated on by. Harry simply had his head half
    turned, idly looking at them as he overheard the condescending tones that he
    understood, if he did not their languages. He knew that Beauxbatons was located in
    France, but it was not the only French school, only the best. His research into the
    magical world had drawn information that the predominant attendees were of French,
    Belgian, Italian, and Swiss backgrounds, so he was not shocked when a French phrase
    overheard was responded to by a thick Italian accent in slower speech than the
    first.

    They were interesting, that much was certain. Although he wondered, accidentally
    aloud if the raised giggles from the girls surrounding him were of any evidence, why,
    when he could see them all shivering dramatically, they were not using their magic to
    cast warming spells.

    It seemed as though one or two Beauxbatons students heard him if their piercing
    glares were of any indication, though he brightened when he detected the faint thrum
    of magic and swiftly hidden wands following the air heating up.

    Then the commotion came.

    A girl, at the back of the group, walked past with her braided silver-blonde hair
    swaying in an almost non-existent breeze behind her. She was tall, much taller than
    Harry was; she easily stood a foot taller than he. Her eyes were of a shade of blue
    similar to Katie's, but that was where the single similarity existed. While the
    expressions of Fay and Katie were warm and inviting, this girl's was hard and cold.
    Her nose was upturned, as if she smelled something awful on her way up the sloping
    hill to the castle portcullis. Harry could see that she was beautiful, as the girl
    exuded an unearthly aura, but he was not all that impressed with her. As she moved
    beyond him, he detected the faintest stum of her magic, his eyes widening slightly as
    he felt the sheer power of it. Something about her did not feel right. There
    was a continued sense of superiority that he thought could have even dwarfed
    Draco's.

    A cry came from his far left. Harry looked over to where the younger student was
    pointing; the slope they were stood on gave way to a clear view of the Black Lake,
    where Harry stood in awe as a ghost ship rose from the depths of the murky
    waters.

    It crested imaginary waves, an eerie sight to see as a sickly green vapor seemed
    to emanate violently from deep within the bowels of the ship. The hull scraped loudly
    against the sand and dirt of the lake shore, rumbled along the earth, and came to an
    immediate stop not too long later.

    "Well, isn't that an entrance?"

    Fred snorted at George's words. "Nah, dearest brother of mine. I daresay that we
    could make a much better one."

    They stepped out and onto the ship's plank in sequence. The red and black and gold
    striking an impressive, near intimidating sight. The man who stepped out before them
    all, however, did not.

    "Albus!" the man shouted. His yell echoing deep across the grass and water.

    Harry could not hear the response from his own Headmaster as he made his way to
    greet him, but it did not matter as much. The contingent from Durmstrang made their
    way through the centre gap established by the Hogwarts students with more respect and
    admiration for their surroundings than their Beauxbatons counterparts.

    "Blimey."

    "It's him."

    "It's Krum!"

    Harry's neck could have snapped at the speed in which it turned as a voice called
    out of the ranks of fur clad Durmstrang students.

    "Ah, Harry, is good to see you again."

    The boy stepped out of line to a silent audience, walking purposefully towards
    Harry, who had easily settled and responded friendlily. "Viktor!" Harry reached his
    arm out to grasp his opposites. A hushed whisper reverberated near him. Harry had a
    reputation of disliking to be touched by many a person, so to see a brand-new figure
    be so easily accepted was not expected. "It's good to see you. How was the trip?"

    "Not great. Was a storm on the North Sea. Many others were sick." The Bulgarian's
    grin was infectious as Harry easily mimicked it. "Come. Show us inside of Hogwarts. I
    only know Durmstrang, so I am interested. You will be a good guide?"

    "Haha, of course, Viktor."

    Hermione made an audible hiss, "We haven't been told we can go yet." But Harry was
    so wrapped up in his own world that he had completely forgotten that he was to wait
    in line until being dismissed. Hermione was the other end of the Gryffindor line, as
    well, so Harry had not been able to hear her complaints.

    His friends simply stared, a few with concern – Katie with the most – and others
    with bemusement.

    Fred and Alicia had to grab onto Katie's shoulders, placing pressure down on her
    so as to keep her from leaving before the prescribed time.

    Neville turned to Fay, who was looking at Harry's empty spot with no little amount
    of shock at the events. "Well. It's never really boring with Harry now, is it?"

    He yelped as Fay slapped his arm hard enough to bruise.
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    Harry was seated at the Gryffindor table, the Gryffindor Circle surrounding him,
    all waiting for the Feast to commence. A cheery Dumbledore had managed to pull Harry
    aside before he managed to escort Viktor into the depths of the school. The aged
    Headmaster proceeded to award Harry 20 House Points for 'bringing a form of unity to
    different schools that is expected of the Tournament.'

    The Beauxbatons contingent entered the Hall first, finding the Ravenclaw table to
    be their desired location. A majority of the students appeared to have superior
    countenances, their smug and arrogant features more aligned with the House of Green
    and Silver.

    Hermione, who was sat with her back to the Ravenclaw table, her ever present
    shadow of Luna Lovegood seated with her back directly in line with the bookworm, had
    enough skill with the French language to snort derisively. This was followed by a
    blind pat on the back from Luna, who said something that Harry did not hear.

    Zabini, over at Slytherin, accidentally crushed a glass goblet when he overheard a
    few Italian students laugh and point at something that Harry could not see.

    "I guess it isn't just us that's gotten annoyed with the new guys," Katie mumbled,
    to which Harry responded with a slight nod of agreement.

    "I'm sure they're just tired from their trip," he said diplomatically. "We can't
    just assume they aren't nice people just because of one meeting." He looked directly
    into Katie's eyes. "Imagine if I had done that to Sirius." The rest of his sentence
    was forcefully halted, but Katie and the rest knew the unspoken words. 'Or
    me.'

    Her hand squeezed his own, and Harry heard a low sigh of relief come from her
    direction when he responded with just as much pressure.

    The doors banged open, and Durmstrang entered, with their Headmaster and Krum
    leading the way.

    Harry placed his knees onto the long bench, giving him more height so as to see
    over the tops of the heads of everyone else. He could see the Slytherins looking
    expectedly at the Star Seeker, but Krum noticed Harry looking over at him, and with a
    wide grin, made his way over to his new friend.

    "Ah, Harry, okay for us to sit?"

    Lions began to move instantly. The innate warmth and friendliness that the House
    seemed to exemplify coming forth to action as they began to separate and allow the
    new entrants to seat themselves at their table. Viktor Krum, of course, took a seat
    to the other side of Harry, smirking as he did when he saw Katie pull herself as
    close as possible to the boy.

    The conversation started off awkwardly with most of the Gryffs. They were used to
    the boisterous behaviour and unrestrained attitudes of their simple honesties. The
    knowledge of the study of Dark Magic within Durmstrang was prevalent on everybody's
    minds. Yet they all saw Harry, the complete paragon of virtue within their House,
    talking to them like nothing was wrong. So, they followed suit, and little did they
    realise, lifelong friendships would be made on both sides.

    A clanging sound eventually came from the High Table, where Dumbledore stood
    before them all.

    "Students, new arrivals and old friends, I, and all of the Hogwarts residents,
    welcome you to you house and home for the coming year. I, of course, bid all children
    of Beauxbatons and Durmstrang to enjoy yourselves, and enjoy the coming experiences
    you will all share. Madame Maxime, Master Karkaroff, I thank you for your attendance
    to the hallowed halls. And let us not forget, to Bartemius Crouch and Ludovic Bagman,
    whom without their great commitments, we would not all be within this room together
    at this time today." He waited for the calm applause to conclude before continuing,
    letting Bagman wave heartedly while Crouch simply ignored the attention, focusing
    instead upon some parchments he had placed in front of him. "Yes, yes. But," a
    darkness swept briefly through the Hall, and when the light returned, it was from a
    large, burning, goblet that was at the base of the steps leading to the High Table.
    Many an 'ooh' and 'ahh' was heard at the dramatics. "I wish for all of you to
    understand what is to come. All of you must understand what is to be expected of all
    who participate…

    "There will be hardships. There will be glory. Do not take the age restrictions
    too lightly. The Triwizard Tournament will occur with the same fraught dangers that
    each one that has come before will have you endure. Participants have died in this
    event. I would like to say with certainty that this will not happen this year. But
    then, I would be lying. Enter at your own peril, for the horrors that may be endured
    could change you all. But the Goblet of Fire is now lit, and with it, comes the
    price. But the reward… a thousand Galleons will not be all you shall receive.
    Knowledge. Power. Will. Heart. These, and so much more shall be the light to come at
    the end of the tunnels of your adventures.

    "But! Enough of the dark storytelling! Two words I shall say from here, and then
    no more. Tuck. In."

    "I am guessing that you are going to enter," Harry turned to ask Viktor, who was
    eyeing up the food that had magically appeared with an impressed stare.

    "Of course. I did not just come to this land to see you and have fun."

    Harry laughed in his boyish way at his new friend's jovial tone. He introduced
    Viktor to his Circle, and he politely began to converse with them, rolling his eyes
    at Harry when Angelina and Fay blushed a deep red when he gave them attention. Harry
    simply responded in kind. He was not blind, as he had seen such responses when he was
    noted for his Quidditch prowess by others. And not just students. Though he still
    remembered the awkward conversations with Cho Chang, a Ravenclaw student, who mostly
    spoke with stutters.

    Harry's Quidditch career was placed on the backburner at this point. He still
    attended matches with the league, but after the World Cup, his heart was not felt to
    be in it as much when he could compare it to now. His Seeker's Duel with Krum had
    been a highlight that he doubted he could ever replicate. His match the day before
    this one had lasted a grand total of 11 minutes. He had been bored the whole time,
    and the adrenaline that usually came with a match was almost non-existent now.

    "Excuse moi?" Harry turned at the same time as Viktor as the people around him
    became almost silent. "Are you fineeshed wiz za Bouillabaisse?"

    It was the girl that Harry had seen outside. A silver brow was raised expectedly
    at him. There was a look in her eye that he could not decipher; there was a hint of
    exasperation, arrogance, but also something more that had Harry feel sad for the
    briefest of moments. "Um, I'm sorry, which one is it?" She pointed sharply at a bowl
    of what Harry could only assume was a type of stew. "Oh! Yeah. I think only I gave it
    a try. It was okay, but not something that I think has been made by the Elves much
    before, because it isn't that great. If you want it, I don't think anyone else is
    having a try?"

    There was a flash of surprise from the girl. All the others were near slack jawed
    as they stared at her. Even Krum – of course she knew who he was – had a glazed look
    in his eye that swapped between lucidity and absentmindedness every few seconds. "Oo
    are you?" The way she asked it was heard as rude, but Harry could see it was not
    truly meant as such.

    "I'm Harry. Harry Potter." He withered slightly under her stare. A sense of
    shyness and his usual reservedness came into effect.

    "Ah. 'Arry Potter?" She looked him up and down, passing the Bouillabaisse back to
    another Beauxbatons girl who was looked amusedly at the scene before her. "Really? Ze
    famous Queeditch player?" Her voice sent shivers up his spine, culminating in the
    back of his head in a pleasant sort of way. He could see Katie's eyes become almost
    like slits as her hand dug scratches into the wooden table. "Hmm. I do not know what
    I waz expecting."

    The girl turned away, sitting back at her seat with an ignorant silence.

    "Harry," Katie hissed in his ear, to the chuckles of Viktor on his other side.
    "Stay away from that girl. She's definitely bad news."

    Harry could only nod, as the glazed over looks so many had around him drifted away
    to become normal.

    "Ye-yeah, of course."
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    The next day, Hagrid had let them leave his lesson a couple of hours earlier than
    should have been allowed, in order for the Choosing Ceremony to begin. Harry had left
    the large man with a bright smile and a small wave, following his best friends as
    they made their way back to the castle.

    "What are your plans tonight?" Neville asked Harry.

    He hummed in thought, his own head swaying slightly with the tempo of the clock
    tower above them. "Me and Katie are going to the place again. I know that they're
    choosing the Champions tonight, but…"

    Fay wrapped an arm around one of his own. "You don't have to justify it to us,
    Harry. "

    "Never," agreed Neville. "I-I know more than most what this night means to
    you."

    Harry's face softened at his friend's downcast look. He reached a hand out to pat
    him on the arm; an almost sarcastic gesture for anyone who did not know Harry.

    "Ah, Harry." A low voice came from behind them. Viktor Krum walked out from behind
    a corner, 3 other Durmstrang students trailing in his wake and a familiar seventh
    year Hufflepuff stood next to him.

    "Hey there," came Cedric's jovial tone. "I was just showing these lot a tour of
    the castle. Breach divides and all that. I take it you won't be at the feast
    tonight?"

    "Hmm? Vhy vill you not be there?" asked Krum.

    "Well… it's a night… of mourning. For me, I mean."

    There was an awkward silence for the briefest of moments. "Yeah, Harry spends
    tonight in a special place out on the grounds by the lake. Our friend, Katie, spends
    the time with him. Makes sure he's okay and stuff."

    Neville snorted. "Eloquent, Fay."

    "You try to explain that then!"

    "Nah, I'm good thanks."

    Krum shifted uncomfortably, turning to Harry who was shifting in place. "Ah, then
    I am sure ve vill see each other a new day instead. I am sorry."

    "Please don't apologise for something you didn't know anything about."

    His response was clipped but held no malice. He always felt tetchy at this time of
    year and wanted it to be over and done with, with no further concerns. Harry bid the
    others a farewell, headed directly to the Common Room, changed out of his robes and
    into some more comfortable clothing: jeans and a shirt courtesy of the eagle eyes of
    Dora Tonks.

    Katie came down from the girl's dormitory close to 6 o'clock, a loose fitting,
    blue button up shirt and a long dark red skirt. The night was not too cold, and they
    were to be there a while, so the duo was happy to wear simple, comfortable clothing
    to 'enjoy' their night. Not that much enjoyment could be had with the memories that
    the night would bring to Harry.

    "Are you ready?" Katie asked kindly.

    'Did she always look so beautiful?' Harry thought to himself. The
    compassion he felt from her was almost angelic in nature, and his he could feel his
    heart bleed at the implications of her archetypical purehearted intentions. It was
    the same feeling he would gain from the affection that he would feel from both Sirius
    and Dora.

    "Where are the others?"

    "They're down at the Hall, I think. I'm pretty sure that Alicia and Angelina are
    still upstairs, so who really knows?" Harry's head bowed. "I've chosen to do this
    with you, Harry." She took calm steps toward him, her hands gently cupping his
    cheeks, tilting his head up to hers. "If I can use one night to help the shadow
    inside you, then, well, that is a night that I could never regret."

    Harry could feel the warmth behind his eyes but swore that he would not release
    the tears that were beginning to build. He took her hands gently into his own,
    releasing one but retaining the other. He pulled her along in silence, ignoring the
    odd looks from students that passed them in the ensuing corridors, and disregarding
    the heated noises and excited atmosphere coming from the Great Hall. Harry and Katie
    had eyes only for their spot that was almost carved out for the two of them.

    Neither were hungry this time. Katie sat with her back resting upon the magically
    altered stone, a strange comfort that could only be due to the modification that the
    elder Potter's had made so many years ago. Harry had his eyes closed and his
    breathing slow and steady; there was no sleep to be had here, only calm and
    togetherness that allowed Harry to gain some sense of closure in the one day a year
    he would be unable to forget his past. He was cocooned in Katie's embrace. He could
    feel her warm breath tickle the tips of his ears as a hand gently caressed his scalp.
    Her other arm was wrapped as tight as possible across his body as he sat with her
    front resting upon his back. Her legs were resting atop his own as he was almost sat
    in her lap. He felt a safety in this position that he could not explain and wanted to
    be conscious for the whole experience.

    It could have been hours, days, or only minutes that ticked on by. Yet the simple,
    single, moment that seemed to extend forever had to be interrupted.

    "Mr Potter… Harry."

    He opened his eyes blearily and with disappointment. "Professor Flitwick?"

    "There has been an… incident, that requires your attendance back at the
    castle."

    "What's happened, Professor?" Katie was remaining silent. Her grasp had tightened
    against her friend, becoming a death grip that she would refuse to let slack for fear
    of what new curse could be brought to her Harry. "Dora? Neville and Fay?"

    "They're fine, Harry. No one is harmed. Well, not yet at least. I am so sorry that
    I have to interrupt this, but the other Headmasters are preparing to explode, and if
    I have to listen to Severus for another moment, I may take up huffing the fumes he so
    frequently does."

    Harry and Katie giggled at the (hopefully) joke. Filius Flitwick had that easy
    going, normative behaviour that all teachers should utilise. "Good."

    By the time they made it to the Entrance Hall, Filius had been using soothing
    tones and humorous anecdotes to lull Harry into a sense of calm. "Harry, whatever
    happens in there, remember this. There are those who will use this as a way to get at
    you. Do. Not. Let. Them. Stay true to yourself and stay true to those who would
    support you."

    "Professor, what's going on? Why is Harry being summoned here? I can't imagine
    McGonagall and Dumbledore, or even you for that matter, interrupt what you all know
    is an important time."

    Harry felt her arm move along his arm, gripping at his sleeve with enough pressure
    to cause a pinch of pain. He knew she was right. He could see the stress in her eyes,
    and the way her pale face was paler than the norm.

    Flitwick sighed as he rubbed his temple. "Harry, Miss Bell… You know what? Crouch,
    Snape, Maxime and Karkaroff?" He snorted uncharacteristically. "Even Albus, for all
    his wisdom. I don't know why they said not to say anything to you. Maybe some way of
    seeing your reaction when told, I presume. Some sick way to test your innocence. But
    you know what? Screw them.

    "There is no easy way to tell you this, so I will just say it. Your name has been
    released from the Goblet of Fire as a fourth Champion."

    There was silence. Harry's eyes were wide but prepared to accept his fate. "One
    year? It that not enough to ask, Professor?" His voice was dull. His words almost
    broken but resigned to what he knew he would have to endure. His sigh was thick with
    emotion that almost broke the Charms teacher's heart. "Par for the course by now
    though."

    "No!" Harry and Flitwick jumped at the surprise of the sound. Harry span in place,
    twisting his form to view the Valkyrie that was Katie Bell. Her blue eyes had become
    a fiery ice – blazing with a cold fury as her pupils had constricted. The red veins
    of the whites in her eyes had burst in an electric haze, her teeth were bared, fangs
    ready to rip and tear as a growl extricated from her throat. He could feel her
    trembling, and hear her teeth grinding against each other. Her long, deep black, hair
    was rising and swaying as a crackle of magic blasted over him. He could feel her
    magic. The wooden portal that separated them from the roaring sounds of students in
    the next room began to crack and splinter behind the immense rage that Harry
    could almost touch. "Not again!" The door could only handle her shove with the barest
    of pressure. A human sized section of it tore asunder as a human incarnation of Enyo
    stalked like a predator into the room.

    The girl (woman) stomped into silence the noise that had reverberated throughout
    the Hall. Quiet overtook them all; every face was turned to Katie, who no one had
    ever seen act in this way.

    "Miss Bell-"

    "Where are they!?"

    "I do not thi-"

    "I will not ask again!"

    McGonagall shivered. A primal fear evaporating any sense of normality she could
    feel.

    "I-" A flash of red and Harry surreptitiously put away his wand. Katie stumbled
    forward, Hagrid running over to catch her in his arms as she came unconscious.

    "Please, Professor, tell her I'm sorry."

    McGonagall looked down at her student. He was picking at his arms, rubbing his
    cheek vigorously as she could see his twitching and sweating even in the dim light.
    He was the centre of attention once more, and the fact he had to stun – a spell
    beyond what a fourth year should be able to perform, to her pride – Katie, of all
    people, had most likely injured his mind in some way. "I assume that Filius has told
    you?" A nod. Her eyes roamed across the hall. "Maybe we should take this away from
    prying eyes. The competitors, and others, await you in the Trophy Room."

    Harry followed his Transfiguration Professor out of the side door and down some
    steps. The whispering had begun already behind him, and accusatory eyes glaring
    balefully at his back.

    "For what it is worth, Harry, I do not believe that this was a plan of your own.
    Alastor, Professor Moody, has already said his piece. I am more than surprised that
    Igor Karkaroff is not a smudge on the wall by this point," quieter, "Or Severus."

    The girl from the day before was stood by her large Headmistress, a dark glare
    directed straight at him. The torchlight made her eyes glimmer, and Harry felt a
    strange pull towards the girl that stroked the edges of his mind. 'Could she be
    Veela? I know they can have magic of their father if they were a Wizard, so it isn't
    too farfetched.' It was not something he wished to dwell on in that moment,
    however.

    Friendly faces were mixed in with the doubtful. Cedric and Viktor were showing
    supportive looks, and the staff were giving reassuring smiles… for the most part.

    "And here he is, the final Champion! What an amazing turn of events this is." The
    heavyset man was garbed in dirty yellow robes and was getting a bit too close for
    comfort.

    "Mr Potter," the quiet man, Crouch, interrupted. "As I have discussed before your
    arrival, the contract is secure, and punishments, severe. You must compete as the
    fourth Triwizard Champion, and there is no question in this."

    "I don't want to compete." His voice was quiet but calm. Dumbledore, Flitwick, and
    McGonagall flanking him to create a bubble fo safety. "How does this work if I didn't
    put my name into the Goblet?"

    "Such a liar," the girl snapped. "I 'ave 'eard stories about your lies 'ere.
    Fighting a Basilisk? Somezing about a murderer loose in ze castle. Zose boys 'ave
    told me all about you, Potter. And now zis? What a joke."

    "Anyway," coughed Crouch, "The magic of the Goblet of Fire esoteric in nature. Its
    potential has been lost to time, known only to its unknown creator and the Scribes of
    Amaterasu. However, the contract reveals such: Harry Potter is the final champion and
    must compete lest he forfeit something of equal value to be won."

    "So, if I give a thousand galleons, then I don't have to take part?" he asked with
    barely concealed hope.

    The man shook his head. "It is not just gold that can be claimed as a victor of
    this Tournament. Dumbledore did not explain it fully, but the prizes that can be won
    may be as random and chaotic as dreams. You may claim forfeiture, however, the loss
    you may suffer could be of something as inconsequential as money. Yet others, in the
    past, have lost limbs, eyes, even specific skills and knowledge. One had a sister,
    and when she got scared in between tasks, she surrendered to the contract. That
    sister was never whole again after that day. Do you understand?"

    "Ye-yes, I do."

    Bagman clapped his hands together loudly. "Great! Now that we are all caught up to
    speed, I will simply inform you that the first task shall take place on the 24th of
    November and shall test your courage and daring!"

    It was a low, single pitch that pulsated in his head.

    "Never thought I would actually be a part of your adventures, Harry." He looked
    straight at Cedric. "Don't worry, er, I know that the Puffs will be a bit annoyed,
    but I know you, Harry. I've been trying to tell the other two that you would never,
    ever, be a part of something like this…"

    "It seems only I believe it," Krum grumbled. "I think I have grasp of you." Viktor
    heavily pat his shoulder, leaving with Karkaroff who was most likely sending evil
    glares at the two of them. "I shall see you?"

    "Good night, Viktor," Harry answered with a calm that he did not truly feel. "And
    to you too."

    Cedric looked as though he wanted to say something, but thinned his lips out and
    made a noise amounting to an agreement. "You don't want me to walk you back to your
    dorm?" He made a startled noise when he looked at Minerva McGonagall, "I mean, how
    would I know where it was? Never been to the Tower before. Nope."

    Harry smiled, sharing it with McGonagall and Cedric as he left the room, waving
    his hand above his head in a gesture of farewell.

    Only four were left, after Snape's evil glower, and Moody and Dumbledore's
    reassurances to him as they left most likely to the Headmaster's office.

    "Come on, Harry. Let us get you away from here."

    Harry did not know why the girl was still in the room. She was sharing a heated
    conversation in speedy French with Madame Maxime that he could not make heads or
    tails of.

    "My name iz Fleur. Fleur Delacour." Harry enjoyed the way she spoke. There was an
    aura of calm in her natural inflection; the heavy accent in such an angelic voice
    reaffirmed the shivers that echoed down his spine. The attitude was a problem,
    however. One enough to put him off ever so slightly – more for fear of his own safety
    than anything else. "You and I are not friends. We are rivals now. If I 'ave to face
    a leetle boy, zen zo be eet. Do not expect me to be going easy on you, non?"

    Harry nodded sadly. He had to leave this place. He could only hope that his
    friends would be more accommodating.
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    The party in Gryffindor lasted until the early hours of the next morning.

    "Heh, we know you would never do this, Harry. Anyone would be a blind fool to
    believe that you would willingly put yourself in danger."

    Harry was sandwiched between Fay and Angelina. The younger refused to let him go,
    primarily out of a worry he never knew she could feel. The elder was giving simple
    reassurances. He knew she wanted to compete in the Tournament, and a part of him
    feared that she would leave and not come back because of the way things have
    transpired. But, once again, he was wrong. A proof that he still did not fully
    understand the innermost workings of the human heart.

    Alicia had just wanted to celebrate, giving all her support to her little friend.
    Neville had nodded to him, knowing that the girls who had become ingratiated into
    their little family would be enough at this moment to care for him. There had been
    many a slow evening where Harry and Neville had just… talked. There had been more
    deeper conversations since Neville had revealed his dark secret regarding his family,
    and Harry knew that he would need to rely on the assistance of his best friend now
    more than ever.

    The twins had managed to smuggle half of the kitchen's treat supplies upstairs;
    sweets, chocolates, cakes, sugar-filled drinks, and butterbeer and firewhiskey flew
    aplenty. Harry thought that the only event that he had seen rival this was the World
    Cup afterparty… barring the Death Eater attack, anyway.

    Katie, who had awakened in complete terror, had not been enraged that Harry had
    calmed her down. Only tears had flown. Her eyes had not left his form since his
    return to the Common Room and the ensuing festivities. She was as still as a corpse,
    and no interaction could force her to move. Harry knew she cared for him, but even he
    was wary of the response she had formed. Although, a thought traced his mind. If this
    were how Katie was acting, how would Dora act when she found out? He predicted a
    barrage of letters heading his way in the near future.

    Gryffindors stick together.

    That was the motto for the night, and most likely, for the coming days. Harry did
    not know what the other Houses, or schools, responses would be to this perceived
    attack, but he did not expect it to end well. But, once again, the frame of mind
    settled in his head. The stress effect blew away the anxieties. This was the normal.
    The threat of harm, death, and pain were all so completely normal to his mind now,
    that the lack of stress would cause more intense stress.

    He was in battle mode now, and he was hyper-focused on surviving to the end goal.
    So, he would endure this to the last. He had killed, fought a Basilisk to his
    near-demise, and been tormented by a soul sucking creature. There was so much that he
    had lived through. He would be damned if something this inconsequential would tear
    him away from this.

    His eyes scanned the room. The twins were dancing away, chanting his name, and
    singing his praises, as Ginny laughed at their antics and blush heavily as she would
    glance over to him every now and then. Hermione had come over to give her shy
    support, an act that endeared the girl to him – 'She really has changed.'
    Even Ron Weasley had broken his silence. A different red headed boy stood before him
    now, and it was not one that he recognised since his start at Hogwarts. He had smiled
    when Ron had walked over to Seamus and Lavender, striking up an easy conversation
    after they first looked over in Harry's direction for a sense of approval. Angelina
    had kissed his brow, followed by one from Alicia and Fay as they fought over his
    attention, their unease palpable. Neville was off with other Lions, but he could see
    the worry and concern in his rigid posture and absent stare and false smile. And
    Katie. It would only be when he collapsed, weeping, into his pillow, that he felt his
    bed shift and a weight contact him.

    Katie slid beside him, and the feeling on oneness he had had with Dora became real
    once more. She clutched him so tightly that he knew she cared. The emotion he felt,
    in that moment, was one he dared not voice lest the speaking of it shatter that
    potential into a thousand pieces.
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    Septima Vector was a beautiful woman. She knew this. But as she surveyed her naked
    form reflected back at her within her brightly lit chamber, all she could see were
    the scars. Of course, none of them were as galling or disgusting as Harry's, that
    beautiful boy, but they were ugly to her eyes.

    There were four in total, and each one a regret that she would carry with her
    until the end of days. The first, and most noticeable, was the straight line that
    began on the inside of her left knee that travelled into her inner thigh. A lightly
    coloured raised mountain of scar tissue that was the folly of youth: a first and only
    foray into the Forbidden Forest on a dare from that berk Sirius Black. Of
    course, he had been beside her, both brand new first years trembling deep within the
    blackness of the trees, running from the spindled legs and clacking jaws and dripping
    venom. The boy had been weeping when he dragged her into the hospital wing, and he
    became more bruised by the wayward fists of Lily Evans than the predatory beasts. She
    was not victimless on this account either – Lily had been enraged.

    Septima chuckled dryly. "I was young and stupid, Lily. Even you could have seen
    that. There I was, a shy, friendless girl who wanted to prove herself brave and
    worthy to be in that House. I wonder… what did you really think of me?"

    A jagged, black, line curved over her right breast, beginning in her armpit, and
    ending where her heart was placed. A glancing blow from the Battle of Bookshelves.
    The war had been in its initial stages then. Hidden in the shadows at first but
    becoming a global phenomenon by the end of it. Foreign mercenaries had entered the
    school at the payment and orders of some Death Eater to search for something. What
    exactly it was she did not know, but she was sat in the library, minding her own
    business (staring at Lily) when fire consumed wood and paper. She was on her feet in
    a flash, Lily not far behind, and she saw that day why Madam Pince was so feared as
    she stood rooted to the floor, a visage of an angry demoness turning her enemies to
    molten flesh and seared bone. Septima got a few good hits in the only battle of the
    war to take place at Hogwarts, however a stray curse clipped her good and she fell
    into the arms of her best friend as she screamed in pain.

    "You cared for me then. I remember it so clearly it could be happening before me.
    You would force me to remain in bed, bringing me breakfast, lunch, and dinner. My
    homework and class notes. When the pain would be never-ending and I stubbornly
    refused to go to Mungo's, you crept into my bed and held me, whispering such sweet
    words in my ear just to soothe me."

    She knew the crescent shaped scar was hidden in her hair, but that one would only
    cause anguish. Desperate memories clung to the cornerstones of her mind, dragging the
    misery and desire to the forefront of her essence. It was her failed attempt. When
    everything had seemed so empty, and she felt so full of hate. She owed James Potter
    everything for only coming away with that single reminder of her folly.

    "Will you...?"

    "I am so, so, sorry. For everything. For how this has become what it
    has."

    "Promise me, James, and then I can smile without tears."

    "Septima…"

    "Promise me!"

    "I thought you would hate what has become of this."

    "Maybe I should have. It would have been so easy, to leave the sorrow behind
    and take up my anger. But for what purpose? To dwell on that to create such pain goes
    against everything we were. Hate would have been too hard to bear. The pain I feel is
    all within my heart…

    "James, thank you. For everything."

    One of the last battles of the war took place in Godric's Hollow. She had stood
    there with 12 other Witches and Wizards. By the end of the fight, 3 Death Eaters lay
    dead in the street, along with 3 other Dark Magicals. They stood 4 tall, but bleeding
    and exhausted. She had held Harry for the first time that evening, cut and
    bruised.

    His eyes had locked to her own, bright, and green – her eyes – and she had wept
    with a joy she did not know she could feel again. She swore to herself that day that
    she would protect this little thing. He had rested his head upon her chest, a small
    arm patting her neck where a grim looking gash was made by some dark curse that
    refused to seal shut. James plied her with potions to help, and the pouring of
    crimson had slowed.

    "You were caring and loving even then Harry. And I made an oath that I shall keep
    to my final breath. Even if you were to never know me, I would protect you."

    She began slipping her clothes on. Enough cleavage to not make it too indecent, a
    skirt not too short but enough to reveal her long legs. Her robes, thin and stylish,
    over the top of her clothing but still showing her fashionable boots and long, wavy,
    auburn hair to its fullest extent. She put on her smile, one that became more real
    with each day now, and winked at herself in shining glass.

    "Well, Setty, time to embrace the day."
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    "Fay, I do appreciate what you're trying to do, but please, can you stop?"

    "Harry," she hissed, holding on to his arm tightly. "I'm just making sure you'll
    be okay. Three times since this morning someone has tried to hex you. Tell me you
    didn't hear their mocks?"

    "No, I definitely did, but after my name was spoken, I expected something like
    this to happen. Just maybe not from the Hufflepuffs."

    "That was a poor attempt at a joke."

    He let out quiet laughter that caused her to flinch slightly if the tug on his arm
    was anything to go by. She was not quite wrong though. He had heard the whispers and
    japes as he traversed through the halls, and if not for the interruptions of Cedric,
    Flitwick, and the Weasley Twins, then he would have most likely been spending some
    time in his (reserved) hospital bed. He had seen Fay and Katie conspiring something
    that morning but shrugged his weary shoulders and yawned it away. Katie had been like
    glue, sticking to him until she went to lessons. Even then Harry could see that she
    looked to be seconds away from skipping it and not extricating herself from his
    presence. She had given a look to his now permanent shadow and his best friend had
    not left his side since.

    There was enough time at the present for them to enjoy the fading sunshine as
    Autumn crept up on them. Plenty of time until the evening meal was to be served, and
    so Harry dragged Fay along with him to seat themselves within the Fountain
    Courtyard.

    She had pleaded with him to reconsider – "Why don't we go to the Library? Pince
    loves having you around. 'Most respectful student she's seen in years', remember? Or
    Hagrid's, I could go for a famous Hagrid tea." – but he had refused. Any other time,
    she would be bragging about how independent he was becoming, almost like a big sister
    showing off a little brother she had just helped take first steps, but with how
    erratic the student populace was being, she did not wish to take any chances.

    "Fay, you don't have to come with me," he said with a serene look on his face.
    "I've made my peace with this. Anything could happen to me in November, and I refuse
    to bow down to fear of what could happen."

    She had acquiesced to his wants, but Harry could see her eyes flicking from corner
    to corner, eyeing up students from all three schools as they walked beyond them to
    the gently breeze and floating leaves.

    "We're outside now, happy?" she grumbled.

    He laughed at her fallen mood, lightly, as he knew she was just looking out for
    him. "I just want to sit outside for a bit and enjoy the fresh air. And Fay," she
    locked eyes with him, an eyebrow raised quizzically, "thank you." At her still
    puzzled look, he continued. "For being my friend." His head ducked in embarrassment.
    'Trust'. "For looking out for me."

    "Don't be silly, Harry," she said softly. "You would do it for me, and all the
    rest of us, too. You're my friend. My best friend. I care for you and I just
    want to make sure you're safe."

    Boisterous and obnoxious laughter floated over to their seats. Harry's head turned
    instinctively in the direction is came from and sighed at the sight.

    Draco Malfoy was stood there, posture straight and chest puffed out. His gaze
    would flit between what was in front of him then to Harry's direction periodically. A
    box was held in the arms of his crony, Goyle, while a bag was in the hand of Crabbe.
    He could see Pansy Parkinson emit high pitched, fake, giggles at whatever Draco was
    saying.

    "…even if you are a mudblood, I appreciate your custom."

    "Oh boy." Harry nodded in agreement to Fay's words. "This isn't going to end well.
    Maybe we should really go."

    Harry simply remained silent but agreed with Fay. "Maybe we can find a balcony
    somewhere? Might even be better as we could have a nice view too. Or even atop the
    Astronomy Tower if with ask Professor Sinistra?"

    "Well, she does like you, and I think she likes me too, so I don't see why not. If
    it were Nev, then maybe not. You remember what she was like when he broke that
    globe."

    Daphne Greengrass could have been the most beautiful girl in Slytherin, but her
    vicious grin, hard eyes, and face full of unnecessary make-up brought that image down
    low. "Going somewhere, Potter?" she shouted over the din of students, who quietened
    down when an anticipation began to bubble around them. "Draco, why don't you show him
    and the blood traitor what we made." There was an inflection on the 'we' that left no
    doubt in Harry's mind that whatever he was to be shown may have been Draco's idea,
    but all Daphne's handiwork.

    Harry did not recognise anyone in the forming crowd that would come to his aid. He
    felt that conflict would arise from this, but neither he nor Fay were fighters. Sure,
    he knew the spells, but he did not have the combatant's instinct. And then there was
    the wand timing… There! A pointed look at the blonde girl received a knowing stare
    followed by a shining blur and her disappearance. 'Please be quick,' he prayed as his
    arm unconsciously moved its way in front of Fay in a protective stance.

    "Ah, zo, Draco, zen 'Arry Potter waz 'oo you were talking about?"

    Fleur Delacour was here too, perfect eyebrows furrowed in confusion as she
    sashayed alongside the Slytherin. The air became thick with something that Harry had
    noticed appeared around them when Veela were about, and he saw the boys in the
    courtyard become glassy eyed and strike confident poses. He was surprised to see that
    Draco appeared unaffected.

    "Of course, my dear." A sharklike grin grew on the Malfoy heir's face. "And you
    know what stories there are about him. Makes you wonder really if even what happened
    with the Dark Lord's demise is even remotely true."

    The girl snorted derisively. "Of course. I bid you adieu, mon cheri." She placed a
    kiss upon Draco's cheek and walked into the castle, nose stuck up as she blatantly
    ignored Harry when she walked past him.

    "Jealous, Potter?"

    Harry's head pulled back in surprise. "No. Why would I be?"

    "Because of the beautiful woman who is enamoured with me so clearly. My mother has
    taught me so much over the summer months. How to court and charm. It comes so natural
    to me now. And that one, well, she deserves all the best attention. Even the Dark
    Lord was said to have a soft spot for Veela. Many served in his army, did you know?
    So many Witches and Wizards deny Veela a chance in society, and, well, don't you
    think they're so like fiery Angels? What do you think, Potter? Mine and Pansy's
    father have had us betrothed for years, so it isn't as if I would do anything. But it
    does feel nice to be desired by such a lovely creature. What do you think,
    Potter?"

    "Draco." The yard was silent, waiting with bated breath. "I don't care."

    The boy grit his teeth audibly, but decided to change his tack. Harry looked
    around, hoping his messenger had found whoever she was looking for. His head turned
    in all directions, looking for an exit, but the students had formed too tight a ring
    around them. There was no way he could get out without risking either an ambush or
    being cursed in the back.

    "Have you noticed these, Potter? Greengrass and I designed them." He pulled a
    small metal object from the box his lacky was carrying. Harry's sight was almost
    blurry – his potion regime that he had been placed on to help fix his eyesight was
    not completely effective as of yet. He still required his glasses to see, but with
    some assistance from Hermione, he had managed to charm the lenses to be less strong
    as needed.

    Draco huffed impatiently, striding towards Harry like a strutting peacock. He felt
    Fay grab his hand shakily and he knew that she had drawn her wand with her other,
    hiding it behind his back ready to pounce like the Lion she was.

    "Here, Potter, what do you think?"

    He was close enough now to see it was a badge. The words Support Cedric
    Diggory, The Real Hogwarts Champion were engraved upon it.

    "Um, congratulations on the handwriting?" Harry said dumbly.

    "They get better." Draco pressed a finger onto the badge, and the words changed to
    Potter Stinks. "Well?"

    Harry's sight drifted from words to person several times before stopping on the
    Slytherin. "Is that it?"

    Silence followed.

    "Wh-what do you mean, is that it?" Draco responded.

    Harry could not help himself, the words just spilled out. Four years of bullying,
    vile words, taunts, attacks… not just against him but his friends, and the students
    as a whole. The words simply came into being without restraint.

    "You say words like mudblood and blood traitor without hesitation, but the worst
    word you could put on there was Stinks? I am actually shocked. I would have
    thought that there would be some hideous, heinous, slur or accusation placed onto it.
    But only Potter Stinks? I… actually feel bad for you. Are you jealous,
    Draco? I did not want to be in this Tournament, and if you want to take my place, I
    will be the first one to let you go for it. But I can't. I don't know why you hate me
    so much, Draco, that you have to constantly do things like this to me. I have no idea
    what I have done to make you despise me so much, but if it's something painful that I
    had no idea about, then I'm sorry. I really don't think you are a bad person deep
    inside, so, on the other side of it all, I forgive you even if you don't want to be
    forgiven. I don't blame you for how you are. I can only assume it is how you were
    raised. Sirius told me how your mum was when she was younger, and said some horrible
    things about your dad, so I can only apologise for that as well. Just because the
    ones who raised you were one thing, doesn't mean that you have to act the same."

    Shock. If anyone did not know Harry by then, they would have believed the words to
    be a personal attack. But they knew him. They knew his personality by now. Though
    shocked by the brazenness of the out of character words, Harry genuinely thought the
    words he said was the complete truth, and they were, for all knew it, but Harry being
    who he was, did not realise that some words were best left unspoken. He had simply
    had enough of the pettiness, and with the First Task looming before him, his mind
    wandered, and his thoughts betrayed him.

    Thunk.

    It happened quickly. The crowd had parted, with many jumping away when they saw
    that wands had been drawn. Draco Malfoy had been the slowest of the enemies. His wand
    had become caught on the inside of his robe, and Harry felt a quick flash of
    bemusement at the comedic sight of his petulant approach of screaming obscenities at
    his own stupidity. Crabbe and Goyle had not even deigned to draw them; their first
    instincts had been to follow the shouted command of their leader and rampage forwards
    like angry bulls. Pansy Parkinson had screeched as if she were a banshee as she
    stepped forward, wand deftly swiped out of the inside of her sleeve though held the
    wrong way with the tip of the item directed into her body. Greengrass, followed by
    her little sister, Astoria, had not said a word, and were the quickest Snakes to
    action. They had leaped forward into duelling stances, spells upon both of their lips
    as they aimed at Harry. Nott, Zabini, and several other Slytherins Harry did not know
    had jumped to their 'master's' defence. Harry, however, was not going to be taking
    this lightly.

    He had barely dodged to the side, strangely enough mentally thanking Dudley for
    all the evading training he had put him through over the years. His natural reflexes,
    and an internalised yell from an imaginary Dora had him pull his own wand out of his
    robes and direct it at his attackers.

    Harry had rolled to the ground and was in the process of standing back up in a
    natural flow; his right knee was still upon the hard ground with his eyes directed
    forwards at the many threats that were coming his way. Spell-light was thickening the
    air when a stone slab erupted from the ground in front of him. Idly, his head turned,
    and standing in a row, wands out and nervous eyes glistening, stood Tracey, Katie,
    and Cedric. All three had simultaneously summoned a defence for him, though he saw
    the scared look on Tracey's face be for more than just his safety: she had broken a
    cardinal rule for Slytherins.

    "It's part of tradition. Us against the school. If we do not stand a unified
    front against the rest of the students, then we will show even more
    weakness."

    "I don't get it though, Tracey. Every House has rivalries, even within their
    own. I get what you are saying about dealing with everything 'In House', but this is
    one of the reasons why people don't get on with Slytherins. You just, well, don't
    even try."

    "Harry… I'm not sure what you mean."

    "You say that everyone else is against you. But why? People do not know you.
    You're my friend, Tracey, and most people accept that now. If you can do it, then why
    can't any other Slytherin. Why do you think that people always say that 'Snakes are
    evil'? Most of your House, when they leave, become politicians and whatnot, and do
    nothing to remove the perception of this. Sirius has told me about what most of the
    parents have done, and still continue to do. I have met Lucius Malfoy, and I know the
    type of person he is. I'm sorry, Tracey, but it's not a slander or empty words when
    it's the truth that shines out."

    He nodded at his friend subtly, and he could see the tear trails as they left
    marks on her lightly made-up face before she turned and ran away before anyone else
    could see what she had done.

    Thunk

    An echoing sound strummed his magic. His eye twitched as a feeling of being both
    uncomfortable and safe cocooned him. He could almost see the auras of magic on his
    attackers. While he knew that Draco had powerful magic, he was surprised to see the
    easy flow that he was producing as stones began to rattle and small cracks began to
    appear on the stone slabs beneath his feet.

    "I am back, Harry Potter, and I brought some help for you."

    Thunk

    It was as though a tiger had been unleashed.

    "I've got you, Harry." Slender arms hooked under his arms to pull him up. A soft
    pressure hit his back as he took to his feet, and when he turned around, a smiling
    Septima Vector stood before him. A strange warmth filled his body that confused him,
    though was shut down quickly, even if a phantom feeling of what he now recognised had
    been pressed against his body. "I was in the middle of a riveting conversation when
    Miss Lovegood ran up to us all dishevelled looking." Harry was positive that this was
    probably the neatest that Luna would ever look but did not hold that against her. She
    was a unique soul who lived as she chose, and Harry would never judge someone poorly
    for something as simple as how they looked or dressed. "She was slightly frantic.
    Explaining how 'some bad people' were trying to hurt Harry Potter."

    Harry looked at the scene. Alastor Moody was never someone who people truly took
    seriously. They had always assumed that he was crazy and paranoid. His prowess
    drilled into him simply through years and years of practice and experience. Most of
    the younger generation simply heard his name and thought, 'nut-case', decided to just
    not take him seriously.

    "Run along, Potter," the man growled. "I'll sort these fools out."

    The air had stilled as a weight had descended upon them all. Katie had come to his
    side, and a shaking Fay babbled next to him, apologising profusely at her inability
    to act.

    "It's okay, Fay," he tried to smile reassuringly.

    "But I just stood there and didn-"

    "And so did everyone else. It's okay to be afraid. But I trust you. I know that if
    I needed you, you would be one of the first to jump in."

    Katie, who had hooked her arm with his own, holding it close to her body with her
    hand clamped down upon Harry's, glanced sideways at them both. Harry knew what she
    was thinking. Something had happened this year that had made Harry more sure of
    himself. More confident. There was no way that he would have even entertained saying
    that to Fay before. He saw her smile at him, which was duplicated by his Arithmancy
    Professor.

    "Alastor will deal out any punishment to the kids out there, don't you worry. But
    for now, as he said, I think it's time to run along. Unless, of course, you wish for
    a spot of tea? I'm sure I can wrangle either Filius of Minerva, or maybe even Hagrid
    if you wanted?"

    Harry nodded. The high was coming down, and he just wanted to relax. That had been
    his goal all along, and he grabbed Fay's hand to pull her along with him as they
    followed a bubbly and chattering woman to her quarters. It was not until later that
    night that he realised something.

    There were two traces of magic that had blasted through the courtyard when they
    first arrived. Moody's had remained, powerful and discomforting, but the other… it
    had felt safe, and warm, and protective. It had dissipated the moment Vector had
    touched him. It had been angry, but not once had he felt threatened by it.

    It felt so familiar, and he could not place his finger upon why.
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    Neville cringed beside Harry when the potion blew up in their faces. The odourless
    smoke wafted about them lazily as the full force of the liquid splashed upon Lavender
    and Parvati, turning their skin a fluorescent green, their hair an electric blue, and
    their eyes a deep purple colour. The Slytherin's laughter bounced off the dungeon
    walls amidst the screeches of the two affected by their actions.

    "Potter! Longbottom! Why is it that I am not surprised by your tomfoolery?
    Longbottom, I am not surprised by your standards of idiocy. How could I not be after
    so long of putting up with your complete and utter incompetence in my classroom." The
    darkly grinning Potions Master rounded his ire upon Harry after making Neville shake
    and stutter with fright and misery. "And you, Potter… You believe this to be a
    'joke'? Exactly the same as your father. An inept fool who deemed his overinflated
    head to be only marginally larger than his overly large ego. I can see exactly in
    front of me that your similarities extend to more than just looks. Detention. For the
    both of you. And 30 Points each to be removed."

    Harry's head bowed, covering his face from view. Snape was just as vile and
    vicious as ever, and now even more so after his name becoming removed from the
    Goblet, and even worse than that after the incident in the courtyard. He knew that he
    had done things perfect; as perfect as possible for his potion to be after some
    remedial tutoring by Dora here and there over the summer. It had started to develop a
    milky shine in the otherwise clear mixture, connoting that a success was inevitable.
    Neville had almost wept with joy when he and Harry had almost perfected it, and then,
    Malfoy and company became involved. More than a single ingredient – of which none had
    any right to enter the potion lest an accident happen – came flying over to their
    side, where one unfortunately had luck (poor) to land directly in the middle of the
    cauldron. The event that occurred straight afterwards was the result of this. Of
    course, Seamus had landed himself in detention alongside them when he stuck up for
    the two, but Snape would have none of it.

    "Do not excuse their stupidity for the actions of another. I saw no such incident,
    and do not believe that for a single second that a student of Slytherin would debase
    themselves so."

    The classroom door opened as Harry was withdrawing himself further and further
    into his shell. A small boy, Creevey, from his House opened it and came into the
    scene that had unfurled.

    "What is it boy?" Snape whisper-growled.

    "Err," Colin stuttered out, "I've been told to come and get Harry, um, Harry
    Potter. I-I-I've been told to get him for the Ceremony." The blank and furious looks
    he received did not spur him on.

    "Out with it boy! If you think Potter can leave his foolishness for some… some…
    dunderheaded party, you may think again!"

    "No! I mean, no, sir. It's Professor Dumbledore! He needs Harry to come for some
    Wand Ceremony thing. All Champions have to attend. Tournament stuff."

    "Potter." Harry looked him dead in the eyes at the monotone voice, though his eyes
    belied the absolute fury within them. "Get out of my classroom."

    Harry said not a word as he packed his things and near ran outside.

    He was out of breath by the time he made it to the disused classroom where the
    meeting was to be held. Upon entering, his hands upon his hips as he gulped for air
    red-faced, he took immediate note of the occupants.

    The three Headmasters were all there, with Dumbledore standing serenely beside the
    main window at the back of the room, the sunlight cascading down deep into the room,
    causing a glow to capture him. The other two simply glowered harshly at him, creating
    a shiver to strum throughout his body.

    He saw Cedric and Viktor wave at him with smiles, though Diggory winked
    conspiratorially as well in a way that had Harry's nerves begin to settle
    slightly.

    He simply ignored the haughtiness emanating from the French Champion. Beautiful
    beyond belief or not, she was a 'stuck up bitch', in the Chaser Trio's unified
    words.

    A man and a woman who he did not know were seated by the wall. The gangly,
    unkempt, man of the duo carried a camera, though his eyes would keep being drawn to
    Fleur, and, to Harry's slight disgust, he noted a hint of drool escape the man's lips
    as he stared. The woman, blonde haired and staring at him with hungry looking eyes,
    held a notepad beside a floating quill.

    "Ah, Harry, glad to see you here at last."

    Harry nodded mutely at his Headmaster, tuning out the words of the unknown woman
    who introduced herself as a Rita Skeeter.

    "Come on, Albus! Photographs and interviews with the… four champions. The people
    of this country need to hear their story." Her stare never left the scar on his
    forehead. "And, of course, the thrill of the boy-who-lived participating? I do not
    believe the printing presses would be able to keep up!"

    Harry sidled away, manoeuvring himself behind a bemused Krum and an annoyed
    Cedric.

    Dumbledore let out an exasperated sigh. "You are here under my watch, Miss
    Skeeter, and only by the grace of my own allowance have I not had you removed from
    the castle boundaries. Though I do not care all too much for how you portray my image
    to the masses…" Shadows seemed to be drawn to his form. He could see the others in
    the room start to sweat, and he could feel his face gain the tell-tale signs of
    droplets beginning to form. All the while, Albus Dumbledore stood with a smile etched
    on his face. "Well now, the students of this school are under my protection, Miss
    Skeeter, and, as such, will not be harmed. That does indeed include by mental harm
    derived from tabloid journalism. Do I make myself clear?"

    The room began to settle slowly back to normal, and Harry let out a breath he did
    not realise had become stuck in his throat. What he had just witnessed only scratched
    the surface of what he knew his Headmaster to be capable of. 'The path to power
    is long and fraught with peril, Harry. Sacrifice, pain, and suffering lie beyond the
    veil of shadows that encapsulate the land of our peaks. To become strong requires
    pure strength of will. Our emotions can fuel the strength of our magic. Love is one
    of the most powerful boosts that can influence our own artistry in the world.
    Sometimes, however, others lose their way, and their hate, anger, and pain, will
    increase their power. My advice is to not let yourself become lost in that way,
    though I do not believe it to be possible.'

    Rita Skeeter nodded, but Harry easily noticed the anger that she was showing
    overtook the inherent fear that should have been there instead.

    "Thank you for the display, Albus, but if you do not mind, I would like to take my
    place upon this podium."

    Ollivander, according to Professor Dumbledore, was a magical enigma. He had
    somehow managed to perform the impossible, and create a vacuum within magic itself,
    causing him to effectively cut himself off from magical observation entirely. It was
    how he could sneak up on people with such skill. A magical being had the essence of
    magic flowing continuously throughout their bodies, which included their senses.
    Ollivander, by creating a void where his magic stemmed from, became more than
    invisible, only choosing to be seen when he removed the bubble of nothingness and
    came back to the realm of observation. Harry suspected that there was more to it than
    that but decided to let things lie. The wandmaker was strange and set a chill down
    his spine, but Harry knew it was only due to the unnaturalness of his magical lack of
    magic that set it off.

    Harry let out a small wave, receiving a slight tilt of the head in return.

    "So then, shall we have our lovely lady go before the gentlemen?"

    The girl strode forward proudly, her Headmistress taking a place beside her. Fleur
    handed a thin and flowery designed wand over to the waiting hands of the wand master
    before her.

    "My, my, such a beautifully made wand. I, of course, go for more practicality and
    simple designs. Wand lore is becoming a dying art upon Albion, and as such tis only I
    and my family that are the crafters upon the isle. With so many on the mainland, each
    one can take time to create the perfect aesthetic. But even then, such a masterpiece
    of art this one is." He swished the wand elegantly through the air, a proud look from
    the French Champion lighting up the room. "And, oh my, a core of a strand of Veela
    hair."

    "From my Grandmozzer. My seester 'as an 'air from my mozzer."

    "Quite. A Veela hair core can be extremely temperamental to the wrong user. Unique
    in such a way that only another Veela-Witch may utilise it successfully. I do not use
    such things in my own wands, but I daresay that this wand is exceptionally powerful,
    and is definitely a perfect match for yourself." He waved the wand once more,
    creating a bouquet of flowers, which he gifted with a slight bow to Madame Maxime.
    "The wand is appropriate, and I judge it weighed, measured, and not found
    wanting.

    "Ah, shall we take yourself next, Mr Krum?"

    Viktor and his Headmaster stepped forward.

    "Here," grunted Krum, releasing a thick, branch lookalike over to Ollivander.

    "I would recognize this anywhere. Gregorovitch make, Dragon Heartstring…"

    "East Asian, I think he told me. One ov his last."

    "My old friend had managed to forgo beauty of acceleration. His wands never had
    the refinement of the pleasing looks that others may form, but I refuse to ignore the
    incredible way he had managed to create a perfect tool for increasing the power of
    the spells that pass through it. Do not think me judgmental of your wand, Mr Krum. I
    do indeed judge this weighed, measured, and not found wanting. Look after it
    well."

    Krum stepped back, casting a scathing look to the reporter still sat in the room.
    Harry smiled slightly. The older boy had told him of his disdain for the media many a
    time now. He looked forward, seeing Dumbledore with a hand lightly placed on Cedric's
    shoulder as Ollivander twirled his wand about.

    "Unicorn hair. I remember plucking this from a particularly feisty one. Left me
    with bruises I shall not forget lightly."

    Harry's brows raised slightly. Ollivander was a man, and had managed to gain
    Unicorn tail hairs himself… 'This magical skill he has. It can even fool the senses
    of such a creature as a Unicorn?'

    "Not a very particularly amazing animal it was by any means. However, it matched
    with you perfectly and does not detract from that. Your magical core resonated with
    this more than I believe I have seen with any of the same kind. I am not one for much
    life advice, but I can clearly see that it has formed a unique attachment to you.
    Wands, I believe, develop thought of their own in some cases, and this one has
    created a great bond with you. Never shall you lose this, even in the most dire of
    circumstances. I would advise maybe a career in Healing, Mr Diggory. Your wand loves
    to help and heal, though I sense it will protect you even at the cost of itself if it
    has to. I have weighed and measured this wand, and I do not find it wanting."

    Harry stepped forward, though there was no one to stand by his side. Two looks of
    pity came his way, until the door to the room opened, and an Auburn-haired beauty
    stepped inside.

    "Professor, Harry, so sorry I'm late. I almost forgot about this until a student
    reminded me. I just left them with some important reading and let them go a little
    early." Professor Vector giggled lightly at the thought of it all.

    Her eyes brightened as she near skipped towards him. He could feel the smile form
    unbidden upon his face as she came to his side. The back of her hand slid gently in
    his palm, raising to gently touch his arm in a show of support. "You had no
    Headmaster to stand beside, so I volunteered to take their place. Flitwick also asked
    to do so, as did McGonagall, however I managed to get there first."

    "Lovely to see you again, Miss Vector, however, I am here for Mr Potter's benefit,
    so if you please."

    A weight began to form in his stomach as he tentatively drew out his wand. The
    contours and grooves ever so familiar to him were a friendly familiarity as the wood
    left his person.

    "Ah yes, I do indeed remember this wand. I did sell this to you but did not make
    it myself. Created by an ancestor centuries ago as an experiment into other wand
    cores, he decided to replicate a fairy tale told passed down through the ages. Formed
    into a wand by pure luck and able to function because of this doubly so. I know of
    other's attempts, as I have tried to create one myself to no such luck." The wand
    swished, and Harry felt a burning jealousy he did not know he could form build up at
    Ollivander create luminescent starlight with his wand. "Thestral tail hair.
    Powerful. Special. Unique. Just like yourself, Mr Potter. Unlike other cores, it is
    impossible to state the benefits and weaknesses of such a thing. Yet, I have weighed
    it. I have measured it. And I do not find it wanting." With that, he returned Harry's
    wand, which was hurried back into his robes.

    Rita Skeeter smiled like a shark – a venomous look directed straight at him
    causing him to shudder in discomfort.

    "Thank you, Garrick, that was most informative," Dumbledore spoke jovially. Harry
    could feel Vector pressed up against him, her hand curving to the back of his neck in
    protectiveness. "Most enlightening indeed. I thank you all for this small event, and
    I would recommend going outside for a spell. Enjoy the natural warmth and sunshine
    whilst you can."

    "Photos, Dumbledore, photos! And perhaps a couple of interviews?"

    Dumbledore sighed, knowing that the reporter would not stop being a nuisance until
    she had her way. "If you must."

    Harry watched as the other three champions lined up, their Headmasters placing
    themselves tactfully behind them so as to create a near artistic picture for the
    Daily Prophet. He, however, was having none of this. The door to the room opened, and
    Harry took a step out of it.

    "Harry, where are you off to? You should be here, pride of place!" Skeeter shouted
    after him.

    "No thank you, Miss Skeeter, I don't really like having my photo taken, if that is
    okay with you?"

    "But, Harry," she hurried over to him, causing him to freeze slightly when she
    grabbed his arms without permission, tugging him forcibly to where the rest were
    standing. Harry could see Dumbledore's face darken, and Vector palm her wand as she
    stalked over to the pushy reporter. "I, and by that account, the whole of the
    country, want to hear your story."

    "But I don't want to tell my story," he said with a quiet and withdrawn demeanour.
    "Let go of me." He shifted slightly but her grip was iron. "Please, just let go of
    me."

    "Rita, that is enough," Dumbledore growled, receiving only an ice glare in
    return.

    "Albus, the Wizarding World demands to know the life of their saviour." A hungry
    look passed on her face as she turned back to face him. There was a near glint of
    madness that Harry could see deep behind her eyes. She licked her lips and revealed
    sharp, white, teeth. "What stories, and… more, could be told from this one, hmm?
    Harry, dear, would you like to tell all truths to Miss Skeeter?"

    "Not really, no." He heard a snicker of laughter at the bluntness of his words,
    and the shock of being told an outright no caused Skeeter to let go of him
    in astonishment. "Thank you, Miss Skeeter, but I really should be going. It… was nice
    meeting you? I think."

    "Do you mock me, boy?" she snarled.

    "I do not think you are a nice person," Krum interrupted. "Harry haz said he does
    not want to talk. You are being nasty, and I do not like it."

    Harry sent a thankful look over to his friend, spotting Cedric moving in behind
    them sporting an angry looking frown.

    "Come on, Harry, lets get you away from this insect." Septima Vector gently tugged
    him out of the room. Behind them, as the door started to close, Harry could feel
    waves of magic laced air heat up as a slowly speaking Viktor Krum started to raise
    his voice at the (he assumed in his mind's eye) cowering reporter.

    A few minutes after, Viktor Krum stood in front of Harry and Septima, his arms
    crossed over his chest as he sighed ruefully. "I do not like newspapers and people
    who write in them," he said to them. "And now you are my friend, so I do not like
    them more."

    "You really do have some amazing friends, Harry," Vector giggled.

    "Yeah," Harry looked between them. "I guess I do."

    "Could I leave this wayward Wizard in your care, Mr Krum?"

    "I do not understand your meaning."

    She laughed lightly, her care for her charge visible upon her beautiful features.
    "I mean if you could look after him for me. I believed that that was to be my
    challenge for today, however I indeed see he is already in safe hands."

    "Ah, I think I understand now. Yes, I will of course. Harry is my friend, and
    friends look after each other."

    Vector gave Harry's cheek a light pat of affection, followed by a beatific smile
    that heated up both boys' cheeks, turned on the spot, and walked away. Harry turned
    to Krum, who was staring slightly with a raised brow at Vector's slight sway of her
    hips. "Viktor?"

    "Hmm? Ah, Harry." He returned to the land of the present with a sheepish grin.
    "Your teacher is very…"

    "Yes."

    "Ha!" His arm came around Harry's shoulder. "Do you haff your broom? Want to race?
    Not many can keep up, and I like to practice, yes?"

    "Sure, think, Viktor. Meet me outside, I need to go grab my broom from my
    dorm."

    Harry jogged to his room, grabbing his Firebolt when he arrived after changing
    into some more sportwear acceptable clothing, and headed back downstairs where his
    new friend was waiting for him.

    The rest of the day was spent simply enjoying it. Harry and Krum danced high in
    the sky, laughs and grins coming naturally to them; they were to be later joined by
    Cedric Diggory and a Beauxbatons girl that Harry learned was named Anna and had just
    been scouted recently to the Luxembourg team. The quartet pushed each other fully,
    but all had fun as they did so. The crowd that had formed below them were taking
    photos and pointing and making shouted comments that none of them could hear. Harry
    could even see Skeeter and her photographer down on the ground, yet he chose to
    deliberately ignore her presence and instead focus on the thrill of flying.

    None of them released a Snitch to the air. None of the four wished to compete over
    something so trivial as Quidditch. They raced and twirled through forms only seen to
    themselves.

    For a few simple hours, Harry forgot about the tournament. He forgot about the
    strangeness he was feeling in his heart and in his gut. He forgot about the thoughts
    that had started to grace his mind in quiet hours of solitary peace. He forgot about
    looming threats and potential harm. He forgot about an uncertain future.

    This simple happiness was something he grasped with both hands, for who knew how
    much longer he could hold on to it without it slipping from his reach and into the
    abyss of doubt.
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    The six of them shared a strange bond. It would have been seven if Oliver had not
    graduated at the end of the last school year, and as such it did feel a little
    strange to them all. Almost like a sense of hollowness that they could not shake
    away.

    Fred and George were, of course, connected in a way that none of the others could
    comprehend. Identical twins that Harry suspected had some form of two-way mental
    communication that went beyond telepathy. He never had a sibling, and after living
    with Dudley, did not know if he could ever have handled one. However, he saw how the
    two were with each other, and his heart burned with a desire known as envy, though he
    knew not the name for it.

    Alicia and Angelina were best friends. They had oft told him the story of how that
    came to be. Alicia had stumbled into a carriage on the Hogwarts Express as a brand
    new first year, landing onto the lap of Angelina who had simply sat their slack
    jawed. Apparently, Angelina had said some kind of flirtatious one-liner that had
    Alicia howling with laughter at the stupidity of it, and so the story of their
    friendship blossomed.

    Oliver was always the big brother character of the group, and even though he was
    no longer there, they all remembered fondly how he had acted around them. Fanatic or
    not, he showed a caring nature for his players that none could ever refute… even if
    he did train them bordering upon abuse.

    Of course, not even Harry was dense enough to forget the bond between Katie and
    himself. It was powerful, rivalled only by the lightning quick build-up that Dora had
    launched at him. His and hers relationship was a slow burn that now shone like the
    sun, and with it, there were doors unlocked that allowed him to let others in. But it
    all seemed to start and end with Katie.

    The Professor's were a strange family to him, other friends were important, and he
    cherished how they had all developed. Not to forget his comradeship with Neville and
    Fay, whom he knew he could never live without. But no, Katie was someone important,
    so important, that he had long since realised that without her he was nothing.
    Professor Vector had pointed out once, not in an unkind way, that that was an
    unhealthy way of functioning, before releasing a sad smile that had his own freeze in
    strangled despair. She had said Katie's name wistfully, but her eyes had grown
    distant as her gaze seemed to move through him.

    'A crutch,' was what she had referred to Katie as, and Harry had wanted to argue,
    but he was not ignorant of how the soul worked, nor the rational aspects of the mind,
    and so did not verbalise his disagreement.

    Yet there was something that the six of them had: one unity that could never be
    truly explained. He could have chalked it up to the sports aspect, but Ginny Weasley
    did not fit the boundaries. Nor did his playing with Tutshill or the National side
    have the same impact.

    They were a clique amongst themselves.

    They were a support he needed.

    They were the foundations of his family.

    All of them.
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    Harry almost inhaled the sweet, powerful, tea, at Hagrid's Hut. Fang's head was
    laid across his lap and was dozing cutely. His little snores creating a sense of warm
    familiarity as Harry basked in the nice heat saturating the compact room.

    Professor's Flitwick and Vector had decided to join him in this endeavour; his
    friends would have deemed it a fruitful trip as well, however only he had the
    foresight to perform his homework as early as possible and could therefore enjoy
    himself.

    "I would be wary of her," Flitwick said in his squeaky voice, "I remember her as a
    young, fresh meat, reporter. Akin to a shark smelling blood she was. Though she has
    never gone after me, I know of more than a few Professors who have felt her
    ink-filled sting."

    Harry hummed a long note. "It really doesn't bother me though. I never read the
    papers when they wrote about my Quidditch stuff, so I don't think I'll be reading
    these anyway. I don't see the point in reading the Daily Prophet in the first place.
    From what I've heard, most of it is full of lies in the first place. And if I wanted
    to make myself sad, I would do it intentionally, not read that junk."

    "Hah, jus' like Dumbledore, tha' was," Hagrid said, a hint of a slow slur in his
    speech. Harry was sure he was not the only one who had noticed him pour brandy
    surreptitiously into his giant mug. "He nevah cared much for tha' Prophe' either.
    Always said 'twas more of a novel than a paper."

    "Still, a lot of the magicals in the country read it and, therefore, listen to its
    pandering. Please, Mr Potter, Harry, be more careful. Rita Skeeter is well known for
    poisoned words laced with honey. It attracts the wrong crowd."

    "Thank you, Professor, but you know I have never really cared what others think
    about me."

    Harry, though his outlook on life had improved drastically since his first steps
    so long ago, was still lacking in general self-worth, no matter how much people tried
    to help him. 'One day, I will wake up and this will still be a dream. The cupboard
    door will open, and the Dursleys will be there to greet me.' This mantra would echo
    inside his mind in the quiet moments when no one could spot his dark thoughts. Of
    course, this darkness would evaporate on its own in time, when he would remember
    Dora, Sirius, Katie, and the rest. Yet there was never any impulse to pander to the
    masses; he meant what he said about not caring what others thought of him. There was
    never any need for it to affect him, so why should he care. Harry did want to get
    along with everyone but was not stupid or naïve enough to believe that the whole
    world could be on his side.

    He felt Vector's hand squeeze his own tightly before making its way back to her
    mug. A warm smile graced her face as she nodded at him. He had definitely seen her
    swipe some of Hagrid's 'addition', and it appeared to be a bit stronger than she had
    initially thought it to be.

    "Harry," Hagrid boomed, before coughing twice into his hand and calming his voice.
    "Your, er, lovely cloak… It woul' be, well, goo' tah mehbe, well, giv'it a go. Later
    like. Mehbe around meh hut. After dinner. Coul' be… goo' fer learnin' abou' tha
    tournament? Mehbe see if it 'elps with the firs' task."

    Flitwick stared blankly at the large man. "Hagrid, are you insinuating that you
    know what the first task is and wish to assist Mr Potter with learning what it is
    and, therefore, give him a greater edge to survive the Tournament above the other
    competitors?"

    "Wha's in-insi-insinwate… tha' word mean?"

    "Suggesting, Hagrid," spoke a giggle Vector. "It means that he's asking if you are
    implying something, almost hinting that you know something."

    "Ah, then no."

    "Good," replied Flitwick.

    "I'm no' suggestin', I'm tellin' him."

    Harry had taken the advice to heart, with Vector and Flitwick both playing dumb to
    what they had heard Hagrid say. "Harry, myself and Septima are both in agreement that
    you will have a Professor's supervision, and therefore will not be in any trouble.
    However, you are not to tell anyone the reason why you are down there tonight. I am
    not blind, and I have had some of my House for their possession of those vile badges.
    But you do not need more of the school against you."

    Harry remembered the first year, Malfoy's assault, his trapping in the Forbidden
    Corridor, and finally agreed with his Professor's words.

    He was not expecting to spot a neatly dressed Hagrid escorting the Beauxbatons
    Headmistress on what looked to be a romantic stroll through the Forbidden Forest.

    "Hagrid," he whispered to himself, "What is this?"

    He stayed back enough to avoid making any undue noise – he may be invisible to any
    form of sight, but his footsteps can leave enough evidence that he may be noticed by
    crumpled leaves and snapped sticks. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a faint
    ripple of shimmering light reflecting off of what appeared to be some sort of
    torchlight in the near distance.

    A terrible roar split the quiet of the night. Another followed. Then another. Then
    another. Streams of fire erupted out of the roaring things in the direction of where
    they were heading, and an icy knife stabbed Harry's chest as his knuckles whitened
    with how hard he was clenching his fist.

    "Hey, Hagrid, thought I'd see you down here. But isn't she a competitor's teacher?
    Hagrid you know-"

    Harry recognised Charlie Weasley as he gave Hagrid a dressing down, but his focus
    was primarily on the four, large, serpentine creatures caged before him. "Dragons."
    The word was mouthed. No air could escape him as he looked at the hateful eyes,
    folded wings, razor claws, gaping maws, boiling flames, and horror-roars. His mind's
    eye went to two years prior as the teeth snapped and screams bounced off ancient
    stone. As scales merged with the present and past to form one vicious creature that
    he had thought buried into his dreams.

    "It isn't a weakness to feel the pain, Harry. I don't know how you feel, or
    what you have been through. How could I possibly know that? But Sirius, he has
    suffered too, a different kind, yes, but his trauma has become a part of him now. You
    are so young… well, I suppose I am young too… but I can see the pain inside you so
    clearly. So no, I don't know how you feel. But it isn't bravery to bury the terror so
    deep you cannot feel it anymore, and it isn't weakness to want help. I'm here for
    you, no matter what. What kind of big sister would abandon her little brother when he
    needs her the most?"

    "Dora, I could really use you right now."

    The world became a white void. He took steps backward slowly. One foot moving
    passed the other in careful, precise, actions. Then he broke, and turned and fled
    back to the castle, not caring in the slightest if his hurried stomps awoke the
    castle.

    He made it back to the Fat Lady's Portrait in near record time, breathed out the
    password to her concerned look, and stumbled through the opened portal and into the
    Gryffindor Common Room. The embers of the fire were dying slowly, the windows were
    cracked open slightly letting in a slight chill that induced greater shaking in the
    last Potter, and the room was devoid of life and comfort.

    He could not breathe. The air appeared unable to bypass his constricting throat as
    it felt though his heart was to beat out of his chest and his blood froze inside of
    his veins. His vision became cloudy; black lines formed shadows in the peripherals of
    his vision, snaking their way to the centre of his eyes. His whole body was shaking
    in fear as the memories returned only to be compounded by the terror of the 'what
    if?' for his future.

    "Dragons," he croaked. The sound of it made it all the more real as his eyes
    rolled to the back of his head and the present made way to blackness.

    He would wake upon the carpeted floor intermittently throughout the night, each
    time a rush of thoughts would overtake him. Evidence of drool muddied his face, and
    he could feel the dry tightness upon his cheeks evidencing his torrents of tears that
    had come unknown. His muscles and joints ached each time he awoke, whilst his tongue
    felt like sandpaper and a great thirst felt like it would drive him mad.

    The final time he came to consciousness, it was upon the sofa that the Circle had
    commandeered, his head being gently caressed by a soft hand. Blue eyes bored
    downwards but all he could hear were the low sniffles coming from the one who was so
    caringly caressing him.

    "Oh, Harry," she whimpered, "What have you got yourself in to?"

    "Katie." His voice was hoarse and felt overused. "What time is it?"

    "Still early." Her voice was choked and watery, and she fell still and silent for
    some time. "Is it bad?"

    Harry's eyes closed as he revelled in the calming motions that were being
    undertaken by the precious being that was being ever so tender with him. "Dragons,
    Katie. They're making me face dragons."

    Her fingers clenched for a split second in his thick hair, pulling painfully on
    the black locks. Harry could feel her body tighten and drag him closer to her body as
    she deftly pulled him up so that he was half on her lap. Her arms encircled his torso
    as her cheek laid gently upon his scalp. He did not realise that he was still shaking
    until the soft murmurs and sweet touches had forced his body to relax away from the
    aches that were starting to build up. Katie's sweet tones lit the air as a wand was
    waved before him and a cool feeling surrounded his body, numbing the pain that had
    developed into near nothingness.

    He could feel his eyes begin to droop, his body to feel heavy, and, with a more
    content sigh, he fell asleep in Katie's arms.
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    Harry was refreshed and ready for the day. He had spoken, at length, with those he
    was closest to, about the upcoming trial, and his nerves had settled to a manageable
    level, while he was in frequent talks with Madam Pomfrey and Professor Moody about
    his traumatic experiences (at Katie and Fay's demands to do so).

    He and Katie had gone for a rare morning walk around the grounds and were
    therefore not the earliest to the Great Hall for breakfast. He was not expecting the
    hushed whispers, pointed looks, and slight giggles directed at him when he entered
    the room.

    "Harrikins, would you chance a peruse at the morning's paper?"

    He looked at Fred with a quizzical eye. "Why? What's gone on?"

    "Skeeter. Think she might have it out for you," the twin responded with a grin
    that did not quite reach his eyes. "Although, with what she's written, she may as
    well have it out for all four of you."

    Alicia rolled her eyes in disgust at the printed words. "She basically says that
    Cedric is from backwater, middling, family of nobodies, which is not fair at all.
    Sure, the Diggory family isn't the most 'noble' of lines, but they do well for
    themselves. She refers to him as 'An unknown child from a House of nothing of
    import.' It's pissed more than a few of the Puffs off."

    "Rightly so, I think. Cedric is a nice guy, that just isn't fair," Angelina
    responded to her friend. "Though it gets worse with the French girl. 'A Veela
    temptress who may have designs to ensnare the boys of Hogwarts with her unnatural
    beauty and foreign magic.'"

    Harry could feel a pit develop in his stomach. "She's on the warpath then, it
    seems. Guys, I don't think I've ever really read the Prophet before. I mean, I read a
    few things, but from what Sirius has told me, 'Only morons and the already
    brainwashed accept the words of… vile people.'"

    "That isn't what he said at all, was it, Harrikins?" George asked with a
    mischievous twinkle in his eye, causing Fay to snort with laughter.

    "Um, it may have been a bit more… offensive, than that. What does she say about me
    and Viktor?"

    Neville shifts uncomfortably as Katie places a hand on Harry's shoulder, though he
    showed his Gryffindor bravery as he told Harry the newspaper's slander. "She goes
    right off at Krum, calling him all manner of things. But you? Little boy, glory
    hound, and even a mention of being a traitor for you temporarily calling off
    Quidditch to focus on the tournament. There are some quotes in here too, mostly about
    you, from some of the other students, and not just from Hogwarts. Some of what they
    say- "

    "Nev, I get it, but don't worry," Harry felt calm. He had experience true hell, so
    some venomous words from a reporter trying to sell copies of a newspaper just brushed
    off him like water off a duck's back. "If I can survive a Dementor, I can survive
    Rita Skeeter and the public."

    For days after, however, he received a mixture of mail: negative and positive.
    Dumbledore had angrily warded off most of the violent attacks against him hidden in
    the messages, while a fuming Vector organised a ward around his person to block most
    unfriendly hate mail. Though he felt touched by the acts, he felt a warm sense in his
    body as he read the heartfelt and supportive messages he would get mixed in with the
    bad.

    However, this was nothing compared to the support he would receive from his
    friends. Each Gryffindor within the Circle had decided to assist him with preparing
    for the upcoming task in their own ways. They would be used as sounding boards and
    guinea pigs for Harry to practice with, and each day and each step would boost his
    confidence further and further.

    He had even deigned to ask his professors for 'extra tutelage', to which those
    that he asked were more than happy to oblige with. So, he would take advantage of one
    of the allowances that the Tournament had given him, and would frequently skip
    lessons to practice the primary, secondary, and tertiary plans that had been
    developed to work around a real-life, fire breathing, dragon, straight out of the
    story books.

    Harry would willingly exhaust himself from morning to evening, sometimes having to
    forcibly drag himself to bed at night so as to be able to rest up for the following
    day's work. Many a time, as November sped up to the day of the task, would Harry have
    voices of concern passed in his direction – only Tracey and Katie were in full
    agreement that he was doing the right thing, believing that the sacrifice he was
    making in terms of his short-term health overrode the oncoming storm of fire and
    scales and claws.

    Sirius and Dora had both got further in touch with him to add their own
    perspectives on the situation, and their words of advice were incredibly beneficial
    and of much needed assistance, and slowly – ever so slowly – Harry was becoming more
    and more confident of his potential to succeed on the day of the first task. However,
    there was something lurking in the back of his mind that struggled to come to the
    forefront, though he could not fully understand what it was until a week before the
    task was due to start.

    It was guilt. He had been kept awake through his own tossing and turning, even
    through complete fatigue of his whole self, and came to a conclusion that he did not
    like. He knew of the task, and yet the others did not. Cedric, Fleur, and Viktor, two
    of whom were supposed to be his friends, were in the dark as to the horrors that were
    to be inflicted upon them. He knew, in his heart of hearts, that he had to inform the
    trio of the dangers of the first task, not only to create a level playing field, but
    to assuage the terrible shredding sensation in his gut that was only there due to a
    stroke of luck derived from knowing a dragon maniac in Hagrid.

    "I'm letting the others know of the task."

    His friends had been of sound agreement, smiling fondly at him for his
    sportsmanship and selflessness. Except Tracey, who had some small protests about
    getting one over the competition.

    "You are lucky you are adorable like this, Potter, but I swear you only exist to
    cause me grief," she had said with fond exasperation, which had created a
    reciprocating smile from the boy.

    He found Cedric first, clustered amongst simpering fans of the lower years, and
    scowling glares of his year mates. Harry did not feel immediately welcome.

    "What do you want, Potter?" hissed Susan Bones. He turned at that, his head
    snapping to her face, eyes wide with shock. She had always been kind to him, so what
    was this turn of events occurring here?

    Her words were followed by others in agreement to her question. Harry's hackles
    raised, as did the hair on the back of his neck. The sense of irony of he walking
    into a lion's den was not lost on him. He could see a few hands lowering into robes,
    the hint of wand handles showing themselves to the sunlight, all of which caused
    Harry to tense, freeze, and prepare himself to flee.

    Cedric's strong hand clamped down onto his shoulder, shoving him strongly along
    whilst maintaining contact, and dragged him away from the group. "Please don't take
    their words to heart, Harry. They mean well, but…"

    "It's okay, Ced."

    "It isn't though," he murmured. "It is as if a, to use the muggle phrase, switch
    has been flipped. Harry, there is a reason why Hufflepuff is referred to as the
    'duffer' House. The balance of average skill and power within Hufflepuff is lower
    than any of the others. There is no constant at all; some, such as myself and a few
    others, are at the extreme higher end of the spectrum, while others are… let's say
    they aren't as helpful and just leave it at that." He let out a long sigh, exhaling
    his frustrations. "We are still a unified House, and in Hufflepuff, House loyalty
    exceeds anything else."

    "But you're at the top, so it doesn't matter of your loyalties."

    Cedric nodded with an impressed smile. "Not just that, but I've always been more
    independent than the others. An anomaly, so to speak." He barked a laugh eerily
    similar to Sirius', "But what does that matter now? Were in the shit now, Harry. The
    first task is next week, and I can feel the temptation to quit it outright and damn
    the consequences!"

    "Well, it's dragons, Ced. Real, live, fire breathing dragons."

    There was silence in the empty hall. "You're shitting me. You have to be." Harry's
    face must have said it all. "No, you aren't, are you? Dragons? Okay. Okay. I can work
    with this. Do you have a plan to face one?"

    "I have some working ideas. Most of Gryffindor don't know what's coming, but those
    who do have are helping now. Plus, I went to see Hagrid. I thought that asking the
    veritable expert of dragons would be the best choice."

    "Hah, sure you aren't meant to be in Ravenclaw, Harry? But that is a good idea. Do
    you think that Hagrid would help me out too?"

    "Of course, he would, he's Hagrid."

    Cedric laughed, seeming lighter than Harry had seen for a while. "Harry, this was
    the most Hufflepuff thing I think that I have ever witnessed. Seriously, forget what
    the others say or do. You and I are friends, and I will repay you for this.
    I think you may have just saved my life."

    It was not even an hour later that Viktor Krum walked over to Harry, gently took
    his elbow, and lead him to a disused classroom to speak with him.

    "Harry, I have words to say to you about the task." Harry remained silent, looking
    at his friend as he struggled to initiate the conversation. "It is, hard, to say. I
    haff been told to not say any thing to you about it. But you are my friend, and I
    will tell you. It is dragons. Dragons are first task."

    Harry let a small smile slip out. "Thank you, Viktor, but I already know. Hagrid,
    our Creatures Professor, showed me them already. I was actually trying to find you to
    let you know about them."

    "That is good." He definitely looked relieved by the knowledge. "I did not want
    you to not be okay after the task, so I wanted to let you know. I am happy now. You
    have a plan?"

    "It's coming together, slowly, at least."

    "Ah, good. Do not tell me though. I will not tell you mine as well. Let us let it
    be a surprise, yes? Is still a challenge for all of us. Karkaroff will not be happy I
    tell this to you, so keep this secret?"

    "I won't tell anyone you told me anything. If anyone does ask; I'll just say that
    we all already know."

    "The others know as well?"

    "I've told Cedric Diggory, the Hogwarts Champion already. I found him first and I
    know where he likes to go in the school, so it was easier to talk to him about it
    before anybody else. We have spoken about it now, and I think it only fair if I tell
    Fleur about it too, but I have a strange feeling she already knows about it."

    "I believe you, but I do not think is good idea. She does not like you, but I do
    not know why."

    Harry's lips straightened to a thin line as his eyebrows furrowed. "It won't be
    the first time someone doesn't like me. I don't think she is a bad person, just too
    defensive."

    "Because she is a Veela?" He let out a low hum, "It is strange that you are not
    affected by Veela allure. I know my, I am sorry but what is the word… mind
    strength?"

    "Willpower."

    "Ah, yes, will-power. My will-power is strong and has always been. But you do not
    get affected by it very well. It is impressive."

    "Maybe I am unique? Maybe it has something to do with being a Parseltongue?"

    "Hmm, maybe. Or maybe…" Krum trailed off, his eyes flickering from scar to scar.
    "Survive the impossible to live Killing Spell. Survive the impossible to live through
    bite. Survive the kiss of a Dementor. Harry, I do not think is will-power. You are
    strong. Very strong."

    Harry was silent, still unable, even after a few years of it, to handle
    compliments. "Maybe. Maybe you are right."

    "Strong in heart too, to tell all of us, even if one does not like you."

    Harry bid his farewells to Viktor and meandered around the castle and grounds in
    an attempt to locate the final Triwizard Champion. It was dark when he found her, and
    long past dinner. He was about to call it a night, lest Filch or Snape catch wind of
    him being late out of bed, when he spotted her out of a window leaning forward on the
    long-bridge below him.

    It did not take long for him to make his way down to the lower floors of the
    castle and make his way over to her with tentative steps.

    "What iz eet you want, leetle boy?" she asked him with derision on her tongue.

    Harry just wanted this to be done with, as he was tired and did not want to incur
    the wrath of an annoyed and angry Veela who did not seem to enjoy his company very
    much. "I, er, just wanted to tell you that the first task is dragons. I found out
    about it, sort of on accident, and I thought it best to let everyone else know just
    so it isn't only me that knows what is coming."

    She turned to look at him, her head tilted slightly to lock her ice-blue eyes with
    his shining green. Her gaze roamed his face for a few, long, seconds, until she let
    out a noise comparable to that of a tired sigh-laugh. "So, you come to tell me about
    this, non? You already know zo, do you not? Madame Maxime haz already told me of ze
    task, as Karkaroff haz told Veektor.

    "You are a strange boy, 'Arry Potter. Very strange. I 'ave not been ze best to
    you, and you still tell me what iz to 'appen."

    Harry looked at the girl, properly, for the first time. She really was beautiful
    on the outside, and Harry could now see a sense of sadness on the inside. Though he
    could see clearly how her body was almost designed to entice any man, he still did
    not feel the pull that all others seemed to have within them. It was as if the Fleur
    he had seen before was untrue. A mirage. "It is only fair. I don't think I could live
    with myself if I didn't let everybody know what was coming, and then something was to
    happen to them."

    Fleur snorted derisively, flicking her long, loose hair, over to one shoulder. Her
    hands ran though it rhythmically, an act that Harry easily recognised as an act of
    self-comfort. "Zo it iz nozing to do with moi, and eenstead for you? You cannot leev
    wiz yourself eef you do not tell us. I understand now. Goodnight, 'Arry Potter. Bon
    nuit."

    With that, she turned and walked away, Harry watching after her. He stood rooted
    there for what seemed like an age, before sighing and walking away back to the castle
    interior. His walk back among the flickering portraits, shining torches, cold walls,
    and eerie silence, was almost deafening. A pressure enveloped him that he could not
    understand and did not alleviate until his return to the Common Room.

    He struggled to sleep that night as his mind whirred a mile a minute. He could
    feel static in his brain, his eyes damp, and skin shivering even in the gentle heat
    of the dorm heater. He had informed the others of what was to come, but still felt a
    sense of hollow emptiness inside.

    In the pale light of the moon shining down on the cloudless sky, he traced the
    ugly, dark, scar upon his arm, memories rushing in and out as if through an electric
    wire. No matter what he told people, or told himself, the images and screams and
    blood of that night would never truly leave him. He had compartmentalised it,
    contained it, and locked it away in the corners of his mind, but it never truly left
    him alone.

    He felt his body spasm as he pulled at the skin, a phantom pain flowing through
    him as he recalled the sheer agony of the tooth tearing his flesh, and the venom
    sinking into his body, coursing throughout his bloodstream.

    He had survived the impossible, just as Krum had stated. 'But is a Basilisk
    the same league as a dragon?'

    His plan was stupid, reckless, and insane. But it was the best one he could think
    of – the others had near shrieked when he told them of it and forced him to
    reconsider it. He had acquiesced to forming backup ideas, but he was positive this
    would work.

    Dragons, like Hippogriffs, were proud, vain creatures. Harry truly believed that
    if he showed humility before it, recognising it as a superior, and swallow his
    limited pride, then he could traverse whatever location he was to be placed within,
    and make his way passed the creature.

    'Or could this be it? Is it really worth it from this point?'

    His thoughts, his subconscious being, betrayed him. His brief conversation with
    the Beauxbatons Champion had thrown him off-kilter slightly. It was enough to break
    into his shielded exterior and into his soft underbelly. With one fell sentence, she
    had cut deep within him. Her accusation, that he was essentially being selfish and
    not pure of intent, was not something he truly contemplated, and with the revelation,
    he felt disgusted with himself.

    'I really am selfish, am I not? Did I do all that with the intention to help
    them, or help myself?' He felt bitterness creep up his throat and could taste
    the bile as it lingered there. 'Why do people do anything good and pure? I only
    wanted others to feel good, to live, to be free. In doing so, it reduced the pain and
    shame I feel, so of course, my existence improved because of it. There is no such
    thing as selflessness, only the desire to improve one's own self. Heh, I wallow in my
    own pity with hearing but the truth. I could perform acts of true kindness, save a
    thousand people, be committed to the grand scheme of saving all I could, and then
    what? Be labelled a hero of light? A paragon on virtue, perhaps? I could devote my
    life away to selfless deeds, but it would all be for nothing in the end. If the
    actions make me feel content, happy, calm, then I have not helped others for their
    sake, but instead to slake a thirst, an addiction, to the feeling. Is that not
    selflessness? And if I do it and receive pain instead… the human psyche is fragile
    and strange. The fact that I would do it again and again, would that be a form of
    penitence? Is that not selfishness too? I am a selfish creature. To desire the
    affection and care of Dora, Sirius, Katie, Nev, Fay, and the others… I am truly a
    selfish creature. Is it selfish that if I perish upon the Tournament grounds, that I
    hope they grieve for me? Or more selfish that I want to survive, so that these
    feelings that pool in my heart can blossom more and more? Am I selfish for wanting to
    hope? Am I selfish for wanting to live?'
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    The flash of the came out of nowhere, blinding Harry momentarily – Cedric cursed
    violently beside him, coming up with terms and sentences that, if the situation were
    not as it was, would have been rather humorous.

    "Ms Skeeter, I would sorely advise you to leave this tent. You have no authority
    to be here, and you would rue the consequences if you did not take my advice."

    The seedy reporter and her bumbling photographer, who was more interested in
    Fleur's form, nodded in agreement, though Rita's was more angry than stupefied. "Of
    course, Barty," she spoke with venomous sweetness. "Would not wish to upset the great
    Lord Crouch now, would I?"

    He waited for the interlopers to leave, Ludo Bagman beside him encased in yellow.
    "Now, Champions, I have, within this bag, something relevant for this, your first
    event."

    Bagman was all smiles. "Your task today, is to make your way into the set up
    arena, into a dragon's lair, and retrieve the Golden Egg."

    "The Egg is to be a clue for the next task, and it is of utmost importance that
    you gain it, or you will find the second trail to be near impossible to perform."

    "Hah, do not let this be daunting to put you off! You must retrieve the Golden Egg
    by any means necessary. Warders have created a structure to remove any potential
    threat from either yourselves or the creatures to the crowd, and Dragon Handlers are
    on standby, as are members of the Ministry, and of course, your teachers."

    "Do not for one second believe that this is safe." Crouch spoke in a monotone, but
    a hint of an edge corrupted his speech. It was a hard voice that demanded respect,
    though a hint of doubt slid from the corners of his lips, as though he second guessed
    his words. His eyes slid from Champion to Champion, and there was worry in his gaze.
    A concern for them. "Champions have died in this Tournament, and though we have
    deemed it safer than previous attempts, this does not mean that the risk is
    decreased. We have magical contracts of our own to fulfil, and the Goblet would not
    light without it. These beasts will be in there with you. They are not docile, or
    old, or any less aggressive. These are nesting mothers who, if you do not defend
    yourselves, and prove you have the mettle to be true Champions, will kill you. It
    will not be pleasant, and it will not be painless."

    "Barty's words may seem harsh, but you need to understand the real risks you have
    signed up for. Honour! Glory! That is what awaits you!"

    "And death, pain, and suffering. Now, gather round, you will all place your hands
    in the bag and retrieve the miniature dragon. This will tell you which one you shall
    be facing, and in which order."

    Fleur strode up to the two officials, placed her hand within the canvas bag, and
    drew out a golden, shining, dragon, with the number 3 emblazoned upon its back.

    Bagman bobbed his head in excitement. "A-hah! The Xiaolong! A true firebreather
    from the Far East. Known for its power of its flames, yet not it's heat. I fear your
    flameproof heritage will be of no help here, Miss Delacour."

    The girl visibly deflated as Cedric stepped forward, confidently withdrawing a
    deep-purple winged dragon, complete with a forest green underbelly, and a bright
    number 1 upon its back. "I know this one, it's an Eidoldrake of the Caucasus
    Mountains. Meant to be superior hunters, with senses keener than most of its
    kind."

    Crouch nodded his assent. "A keen eye you have there, Mr Diggory."

    "You go next, Harry," Viktor nudged him.

    He took a step, reached deep with the bag, and drew out a pitch black mini dragon.
    Time seemed to still as he stared at the hateful, red eyes narrowed into slits. He
    felt numb. So much so that he did not hear the words spoken to him, missing Krum be
    handed the final dragon.

    "-a terrifying beast, the Loch Dragon. More at home with the water, but remember,
    Mr Krum, it is still a dragon at the end of the day."

    They left without a word, though Ludo Bagman appeared to be attempting to catch
    Harry's eye, though to no avail.

    The four who remained separated to different corners of the tent. Wishing more for
    the ability to stew in their own thoughts. The inner tent was magically soundproofed,
    so that no noise could enter the interior, similar to that of the preparatory
    location found in Quidditch Stadiums. To Harry, this was more violent that if the
    cheers and screams of the watchers were audible. He wanted Sirius with him, and Dora.
    He clutched a piece of parchment he had withdrawn without realising, the words of his
    elder sister and Godfather displayed upon the page – his eyes scanned the words
    without truly reading it.

    Where they had acquired his dragon from, he did not know. Where they had the gall
    to make one of them face such a beast, he too did not know. It was said that the
    Shadowscale was the most intelligent of all dragons; there were rumours that it
    displayed a frightening level of cognitive thought and behaviour akin to a human and
    the like. The fact that they grew to enormous sizes also did not help. The only thing
    that Harry had going for him, was that if it was a truly adult Shadowscale, then
    there was no possible way they could have kept it hidden. The fact that in order to
    safeguard settlements in the areas where non-dragons dwell, that they required a
    severe culling, also helped. But this was of little joy for him at this moment.

    All four of them were facing the most dangerous dragons that could be handled by
    humans, though each danger was of a different kind than the other, it did not detract
    from the potential death that may occur upon this day.

    A bright, fiery, number '1' appeared by the exit flap, and Cedric stood on shaky
    legs. However, he strode forwards with the courage of a Lion, and to Harry, he
    appeared alike a Demigod of old. He did not take a look back and strode to his
    destiny with purpose.

    His vanishment from the tent left an even greater pressure between the three
    remaining Champions. Krum, usually a bastion of confidence, was silently muttering to
    himself in his native Bulgarian, whilst Fleur was lightly running her hands up her
    arms. Harry, however, simply stared forwards, scene after scene of possibilities
    running through his head, with knowledge spoken internally that he had survived a
    Basilisk, so he could live through this.

    Time had almost no meaning or understanding at that moment, and it seemed like
    mere seconds that a great fiery '2' appeared, drawing Viktor Krum to his
    challenge.

    "Good luck," whispered Harry, finding his voice at last, though Krum made no
    motion to show that he had heard him.

    "'Ow are you not…?" Fleur tried to speak, but Harry could clearly see her shivers,
    and, for the first time, he could see the older girl as a teenager out of her
    depths.

    "I am." There was a long pause as neither knew what to say. The roiling, daggered
    pain in his gut was starting to diminish as the fight or flight impulse began to ebb
    away – the adrenaline was starting to level out as his mentality began to normalise
    his situation. "But it does not matter. Death is not a new friend, and this is just
    another challenge to move beyond."

    She looked at him, black circles under her eyes; light dustings of make up had
    tried to erase the visible stress she was obviously feeling behind her confident
    exterior. "Ees eet true zen? I 'ave 'eard ze story. Ze tale of a giant snake, zo no
    one seems to know ze 'ole story. Ozzer rumours I 'ave 'eard too, and stories of you
    een a bad light as well."

    "What do you think?"

    She continued to look at him, mistrust in her eyes. "Too many 'orror stories. Too
    many lies."

    There were no more words spoken. He knew that his voice would reach her ears, but
    not be heard by the girl, so did not choose to waste his breath on her. The silence
    continued until Fleur was beckoned outside, leaving Harry on his own with the shadows
    and stale air of solitude.

    He could hear each individual breath. Each inhale and exhale. Each beat of his
    heart was a near-conscious effort to initiate. His eyes closed for a minute, then
    another, and another. Through the blackness of his closed eyes, a red, fiery light
    clambered through the slits of his eyelids. He opened them wide, a great number '4'
    resplendent before him.

    Harry's mind went blank as he took a step towards the tent flap, his wand finding
    itself sitting comfortably in his clammy grip. He did not hesitate, and with a steady
    pace, Harry Potter entered the arena where what could be his greatest challenge yet
    was awaiting him.

    The crowd was loud and violent in their cheers and jeers. There appeared to be
    banners and streams of words with the sole intent to mock, not applaud. Swirls of
    green, yellow, variations of blue, and even some red, were involved in this – only
    Gryffindor remained wholly true to their Champion. He could see through his glasses
    weaker lens the Circle as they cheered the loudest of them all. His heart clenched as
    he thought he saw tear tracks down Katie's face, Fay's face clenched tight, and
    Neville's look of pure worry. He idly remembered that they had all witnessed three
    previous challenges designed for magicals with a whole lot more power and experience
    than he and would therefore have genuine reason to fear for his safety.

    He drowned them all away from his self, focusing on the grumbling, rumbling, black
    stones before him. Smoke seemed to vent out of the middle as it writhed in a bundled
    mass of red-eyed hatred.

    Harry saw only its beauty.

    He walked directly at it, proudly and confidently. Within the eldritch rage,
    slitted pupils tracked his every movement, and with every inch he took in its
    direction he caused the dragon to slowly begin to uncoil.

    It was enormous, almost certainly one of the largest living things he had ever
    seen, barring the Basilisk. Its wings unfurled, stretching themselves outwards to
    block out the far side of the built-up arena, while its four, scaled legs, extended
    into vicious looking claws.

    All sounds had been dampened as a hush spread throughout the area.

    Harry was smiling. He could see it – the pure incandescence of the creature. It
    was something that was so pure, and he could finally glimpse the infatuation that
    Hagrid had with the winged beasts. It is said that animals know when a human is
    friend or foe. That they can sense fear and aggression. People have the innate
    ability to recognise, though they choose to ignore it in their complacency. Yet this
    was an apex predator with near-humanlike intelligence. It did not see Harry as prey,
    nor aggressor, nor afraid. It saw only respect.

    Harry's hands rose as the dragon's maw lowered. The large head filled with razor
    teeth opened slightly as it tilted itself to allow for Harry to gently stroke the
    scales. A content snort erupted into the air as a pleased rumbling came forth from
    the belly of the beast.

    Time, once again, seemed to have no meaning as he lost track of the minutes he
    spent idolising the great creature before him. Eventually, he pulled himself out of
    his stupor, whispered words of affirmed respect to the Shadowscale, turned, picked up
    the Golden Egg, and left the arena to stunned silence.

    "Harry Potter!"

    His head turned sharp to his left with such speed that he could hear and feel his
    neck crack. "Madame Pomfrey?"

    The stern Hospital Matron was positioned over a cot, her hands upon her hips as
    she stared at him with barely disguised relief. "I swear, young man, you will cause
    me to go grey far before I am meant to. I mean, really? Dragons? What will they think
    of next? Now, park your rear over here right now! I mean it, Potter."

    He could not hold the grin from his face. His plan had worked, and, to a shocked
    and pleased Pomfrey, he had zero wounds, injuries, cuts, bruises, or any of the like
    to show for it.

    "The judges are deliberating at the moment to reveal your scores, but for now,
    until they call you, I will not have you leave this tent. Here, boy, chocolate and
    Butterbeer. The sugar will help restore you mentally and physically. I think you need
    the comfort after what just happened."

    He nodded his head in agreement. The other three Champions were nowhere to be
    seen, but a screeching noise blasted from the walkway that pointed away from the
    arena.

    "I don't care, you will let me in here this instance, or I am going to hex you so
    much, your grandfather's grandfather will feel it!"

    Muffled voices responded to the frantic speech, and not two seconds later, a red
    robed man was thrown backwards into the tent, to be followed by a dishevelled looking
    group including Katie, Neville, Fay, and Septima Vector.

    "As a teacher, I should probably reprimand you for that, Miss Bell," Vector said
    unconvincingly, the tip of her boot nudging the arm of the fallen Auror. "But I'm
    more curious about how you managed to bypass the intent-cross-medical ward with
    conjured wind. Ah, research for later, I suppose."

    Katie had not heard a word of this as she slammed into Harry's smaller form. The
    wind was near knocked out of him, with was not improved by his face becoming
    smothered by her chest. Her muffled cries only small scrapes at his ears as he felt
    the blood rush to his head as he struggled to find breath.

    "Damn it, Katie. He encounters a dragon without injury, only to be nearly knocked
    out by you instead." Harry blinked away stars as he gulped in deep breaths, listening
    to Fay's forced humour with pleasure. "How are you doing, Harry? I… I think I'm not
    going to sleep tonight after watching that, so I don't know how you feel about it
    all."

    "Fay, I think that's a bit of a redundant question to ask," Neville mumbled,
    though Harry could see the concern mixing with relief as he saw his best friend rove
    his sight around his body in an attempt to prove Harry was truly in front of him.

    "Guys, I'm fine. Really, I am. A bit shaken, but I just… knew, that he wouldn't
    hurt me. It was so amazing."

    Neville snorted simultaneously with Fay. "Hark at this. Amazing, he says." Neville
    looked at Fay, then Katie, then Harry. "Life really is never boring with you around,
    Harry. No idea if I've said it before, but I am definitely saying it now."

    Septima placed a small hand upon Harry's shoulder, a sweet smile following that
    had Harry blush for a fraction of a second. "I think they are ready to announce your
    score, Harry, if you want to step outside to find them out."

    He nodded, taking Katie's hand into his own, receiving a fierce tug towards her
    body as the quintet moved as one to watch the results. Harry decided not to step
    fully outside, choosing instead to witness the points from afar. Luckily, the judge's
    box was directly in line with the exit tent, so that they only needed to lift the
    flap and step outside, allowing them to remain out of view of the hungry hordes,
    desperate to see Harry Potter.

    He felt the pleasant, tight, press of the others around him, and a tiredness began
    to set in as the adrenaline poured out and relief became acknowledged.

    "What about the others?" Harry asked the group.

    "Krum did some kind of curse, blasted a whole load of eggs up. Made the dragon
    really, really, angry. Did some sort of spooky, special curse though. He is smarter
    than you think, that one. Powerful too. He managed to blow up both the dragons' eyes
    and got one down its mouth. Fire went everywhere and the dragon sort of ran
    away."

    "Neville isn't exaggerating either," said Fay. "Cedric did something similar, but
    transfigured a load of the eggs into dogs, foxes, and wolves. As soon as the dragon
    realised what had happened, Cedric had scarpered with the egg. Got a bit burned
    though, on his back, as he was running."

    "Is he okay?" asked Harry. "And what of Fleur?"

    Vector made a sound equating to humour as Katie clamped onto Harry's arm at the
    sound of the French girl's name. "Mr Diggory is fine. Our esteemed Matron is very
    good at her job, and in a few hours, he'll be as right as rain. As for Miss Delacour?
    Fireproof she may be, but the dragon definitely tried. It was simply a pity that her
    clothing only reduced the effect. Poor girl revealed a bit more to her audience than
    was required, I believe. Nothing too racy, but I could definitely see more skin than
    was meant to be shown."

    Harry shook his head with a smile. 'At least they all got away okay.'

    He directed his head forward, seeing the three Headteachers of the three schools
    seated atop a high stand. Flanking them were two unknown men that Harry assumed were
    meant to be impartial judges.

    Neville must have caught him looking at them. "Representatives from the Ministries
    of South Africa and New Zealand. Can't have too many biased judges now, can we?"

    The one on the left raised his wand with a blank look upon his face; the wand
    swirled about and a number '8' appeared in the air above him. This was to be quickly
    followed by the other unknown who, with a beaming smile, shot a number '10' above his
    head.

    Katie was silent still, her eyes glued to his body, but Fay could still speak.
    "Wow, he only gave 7's to Fleur and Cedric, and an 8 to Krum. You must have really
    impressed him."

    Karkaroff displayed a sour look as his own wand burst forth a bright '6' to an
    annoyed looking Neville, while a neutral Maxime displayed a '9'. Dumbledore's genial
    face was brightened by his '10', before flicking his wand to merge the numbers
    together to form a bright '43'.

    "Okay, not bad, so you're in second place, just behind Krum with 45, but in front
    of Cedric and Fleur who both have 42." Vector bobbed her head down, fighting back a
    laugh at the sight of her student almost being absorbed by an extremely clingy Katie
    Bell.

    Harry simply sighed good-naturedly.

    He had survived the first round.

    Two more to go.
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    "She's a Loony bint!"

    Harry was stood between Neville and Fay, the three had been talking quietly whist
    keeping an eye on the beginning of the fireworks display. Now, it seems, it had
    overloaded and spilled into hurtful words and screams.

    "I do not care what you think, Ronald Weasley! Luna may seem… odd, to most, but
    that does not detract from her positive qualities. Things that I believe you must be
    positively lacking if the words spewing from your waste disposal of a mouth is
    anything to go by!"

    Ron's natural ruddiness went even redder. Harry could feel the sparks reverberate
    in the air; Ron had always been quick to anger and slow to remove a grudge. Indeed,
    he almost respected the incredibly stubbornness of the boy.

    "C'mon 'Mione, it's just-just… you know…"

    Harry almost felt sorry for him. After the debacle of the Chamber of Secrets, Ron
    Weasley had become a House pariah, with no attempts to befriend him to come after the
    event. His brothers only tolerated him - still loved him as their brother – yet like
    does not equal love. Only Ginny would willingly spend time with him, and even then,
    it was out of a sense of duty as he had tried to save her life in the end.
    Ron's only friend, if it were to be called friendship, at Hogwarts was with Hermione,
    who was also harshly treated after the Chamber.

    However, Hermione had changed her ways. She had sought solace in a quirky little
    Ravenclaw who had no friends of her own in Hogwarts, but was of a bright,
    inquisitive, free-thinking, mind. In another life, another world, the strait-laced
    Hermione Granger would never have any true time for the girl, but in over a year,
    Luna Lovegood had wormed her way into Hermione's heart. Not a day would go by without
    the two meeting, even if for only five minutes in the corridor. It proved that she
    felt true remorse for her actions, as Hogwarts, and especially Gryffindor, had begun
    to forgive her for what she had been a part of, and acceptance was quickly coming
    back to her. Harry had even willingly made his way to a meeting with McGonagall and
    Dumbledore to put in his thoughts on the matter, and two days later, her given
    punishment was rescinded.

    "What, Ronald?" A pause. Silence. "Go on then. Finish your sentence. You can't,
    can you?"

    Harry smiled, unable to help himself, as he saw the passion that Hermione
    displayed as she stuck up for her friend. He wondered briefly about Viktor, who had
    come to him earlier with inquiries about the girl, which admittedly shocked him a
    little. His Housemate had mellowed out a lot compared to what she had been before,
    and Harry was never truly one to hold onto the past as it was.

    "Hermione, she's a lunatic-"

    The slap echoed down the stone hallway. Hermione's face was set in a glare of
    righteous anger. Only the arrival of Professor McGonagall brought the show to a
    close, and with a withering glare, Hermione stormed inside the Transfiguration
    classroom before everyone else, leaving a confused looking Professor in her wake.

    The class was tense throughout, and Minerva McGonagall could tell that something
    was eating the group up – she had only heard raised voices outside, it seemed, and
    did not understand the issues that had arose.

    Harry was simply attempting to enjoy his favourite subject, dragging Fay and
    Neville along for the ride, and was therefore completely blindsided at the end of the
    lesson when McGonagall made her announcement.

    "Listen up, listen up. Now, I have an announcement that must be made to you
    all."

    "What d'you reckon this is about?" Fay mumbled to the two boys, receiving only
    shrugs in return.

    "A part of the Triwizard Tournament that is rarely mentioned, mostly due to its
    overshadowing by the Tasks of the year, is something that is known as the 'Yule Ball'
    which is to occur on Christmas Day. Now – Silence! – any student from fourth year and
    over may attend and may escort with them any from the years below if they so choose.
    This will be a chance for Hogwarts to, ah, let its hair down, so to speak." Harry
    almost grinned at her visible annoyance at the spoken words. "Now the Ball is, for
    all intents and purposes, an evening dance. There will be a Yuletide Feast, with
    music and so on, though this does not mean that you can all act like fools."

    "A dance?" Fay whispered. "We're really having a ball at Hogwarts?"

    Harry looked at her out of the corner of his eyes, slightly surprised by the
    flushed face and glazed features. "Er, Fay?" he nudged her to no effect. "You okay
    there?"

    "I believe Miss Dunbar is completely fine, Harry. However, if you would not mind,
    I need to have a word with you before you leave."

    He nodded his head and turned to see a chuckling Neville almost drag Fay out of
    her chair. "I've got this one, Harry, you just catch up when you're done."

    Student and teacher waited until the room had emptied before beginning the
    conversation.

    "Well, Harry. I must need ask you a question that I believe I already know the
    answer to. Can you dance?"

    He blinked once. Twice. "But I'm going home for Christmas, Professor. We've
    already got a plan – I'm staying with Sirius, and Dora, and Mr and Mrs Tonks are
    coming around. So, I am not actually going to attend the dance. Sorry."

    She stood before him, looking down at him with what appeared to be a measure of
    sympathy. "I am afraid that these plans must change, Harry. For you see, this
    classifies as a Champion action, and if you do not attend, then it will count as
    being unable or unwilling to compete. I ask if you know how to dance, as the
    Champions are the ones who initiate the Ball. Positions must be placed relevant to
    being seated upon the High Table and beginning the rite as the starting dance. Mr
    Potter, Harry, you I would strongly advise you learn how to dance and find a partner
    to do it with."

    He sat there for several more minutes, slack jawed and eyes beginning to burn with
    frustration, until a despondent sigh was created. He grabbed his school bag, bid
    farewell to his Professor, and left the room to bump in to his two best friends.

    "Everything okay, Harry?" Neville asked with some concern.

    "Not really, Nev." He smiled when Fay put her hand gently on his arm. "I'm fine,
    only, I need to think about things. Apparently, Champions have to attend the Ball"
    Quieter, "I need to write a couple of letters now. I hope Dora and Sirius won't be
    upset."

    He would not have much time to organise and formulate a letter to his family that
    day, as something happened to the female populace that Harry would never had
    completely believed could ensue unless he saw it with his own eyes.

    Groups of girls he was positive he had never seen act as such, were in large,
    huddled groups, creating hushed whispers and menacing auras that had Harry shivering
    as he moved through the castle. Of course, some of the boys were almost the same,
    though they only emanated a sense of nervousness that was almost viral in nature as
    the effect began to spread.

    "I think that that could be no," Fay snickered, followed by a passing by Fred and
    George Weasley.

    "Ah, well. Never mind. I'm sure I can find someone else to go with."

    "I-I don't get it," said a confused Harry.

    "Harry, you're famous, you're a Champion… what more do you expect?"

    Harry shook his head as this was the third time in half an hour that a girl had
    come up to him with a purposeful stride and a cheeky smirk in order to ask him to the
    Yule Ball. By the end of the day, it would increase to eight, with more looking
    likely to be coming over the horizon the day after.

    "Okay, so what was wrong with Chang?"

    "Fay, I've only ever said a few words to her before. I don't know but its almost
    as if she only sees the Seeker, and I'm not sure I like that. Anyway, you know I
    really don't want to do this."

    Neville patted his shoulder comfortingly, sliding over slightly so that Harry
    could make room for Katie as she stumbled through the portrait hole with a
    dishevelled look upon her. "C'mon though, that seventh year from Ravenclaw, never
    expected that one, nor the question from those two Durmstrang girls."

    "What?" Katie yelped sharply. "What are you on about?"

    "Harrikins here is being forced to go to the ball. You would have known that if
    you had been at dinner."

    "I blame you for that, George. If not for your stupid prank, then I could have
    finished my essay correctly and not have Snape pick it apart. Anyway, what's this
    about people asking Harry?" Her eyes had narrowed, and Harry could hear her teeth
    grit together with an off-putting grinding sound.

    "I've had some people ask me out to it," Harry spoke quietly, flinching slightly
    at Katie's glare.

    "Who." It was not a question. It was a demand for answers.

    Neville looked at Fay, who simply stared back at him with wide eyes. "You tell
    her."

    Harry released a nervous giggle at Neville's reply of, "Do I look like I have a
    death wish?"

    "Cowards," Angelina snapped, "The lot of you." She turned to her friend and put on
    a comforting face. "Firstly, was that Chang girl, but from what I hear Harry turned
    her down flat. Something about her only seeing a Seeker she is the number one fan of.
    Then, I believe was an older Ravenclaw, though I still haven't been told who she is.
    Afterwards there were these two Durmstrang girls who…"

    "Which ones?"

    Angelina did not let Katie's interruption stop her, instead she chose the simpler
    path of ignoring the question. "Then, and you may laugh at this. Or not." Katie only
    blinked in response. "A Beauxbatons boy, but I think this Harry was spooked more by
    aggressive Slytherin third year."

    "He wouldn't leave me alone, but that girl was even worse. She wouldn't stop
    asking me."

    "I don't think Harry quite knows what to do with himself with all of these
    requests."

    Katie sat in silence, and Harry could not work out what it was that was going on
    in her head. Her face was stone, her eyes were hard, and her breathing even. Her
    stare, originally directed at him had now been forced to gaze deep into the burning
    logs of the fireplace.

    The others began hushed conversations, though Harry did not decide to join them,
    instead he tentatively reached an arm around the girl's waist, to which was quickly
    reciprocated as she harshly pulled him into the side of her body. His head leaned
    down onto her shoulder, and he could hear her heart beating erratically as she
    gripped him tightly.

    He closed his eyes, unsure and confused by the situation. 'I still haven't written
    that letter. I guess it will have to wait for now.'

    A sense of unease encompassed him alongside a feeling of slight misery that
    evacuated quicker than it had formed. Katie sighed deeply, causing him to reopen his
    eyes and glance up at her, an action that caused him to jump slightly when he saw her
    looking down at him with a sad smile.

    "Katie?" he whispered.

    "Hush now, Harry, let's just enjoy the moment."

    They sat there in the calm silence for as long as Harry could take. "Can you teach
    me to dance?"

    She appeared slightly shocked at his question, but easily composed herself. "What
    makes you think I can dance?"

    He giggled lightly at her question, knowing the answer before she had even
    finished asking it. "Silly, you told me you've always loved to dance – your mum
    taught you."

    "Good answer to my test," she chuckled, "though I guess I shouldn't be surprised.
    You know almost everything about me, and I the same to you, but I am impressed that
    you remembered something I wrote to you over a year ago." She laughed again at his
    expectant look. "Obviously, I'll teach you to dance. I see your obviousness as well,
    Fay. Do you need help too?" The group laughed then at her red face and shining
    eyes.

    "Thank you, Katie." It was as though a large weight had been removed from his
    chest and he had had his memory of what it was like to breathe deeply returned to
    him.

    "I require payment, though."

    Harry's brow furrowed as he tried to interpret her meaning. "Payment?"

    "Do you really think I would teach you for free?" Harry's heart skipped a beat as
    all manner of negative thoughts raced in his head. Wonders of betrayals enveloping
    his very being – "You have to be my date for the Yule Ball."

    The Common Room went as quiet as the grave. Students were staring with open mouths
    as the noise level dropped in one moment. A pin drop would echo if it were to happen
    there and then.

    The Circle stared. To say each one was shocked would be an understatement, but
    none could have been more surprised than the recipient of her question. "You want me…
    to go with you to the Yule Ball?" he squeaked.

    Katie nodded her head; no blush adorned her cheeks, and her lips were upturned in
    a natural manner. She was indeed serious with her question.

    Harry stilled and took a long, deep, breath in. "Who else would I want to go
    with?"

    Harry could hear the hushed whispering follow him throughout the whole evening;
    the conversations within Gryffindor Tower mentioning his name and Katie's in the same
    sentence with some frequency.

    "About time."

    "Took them long enough."

    "You owe me 10 Sickles."

    "Well, you owe me a Galleon, remember?"

    It became just as bad the next day, with many pairs of eyes drawn to his form –
    good natured smirks and low murmurs trailing after him as he went. The strange aura
    that appeared to develop only worsened when Katie moved to his side, as fingers began
    to point at their intertwined hands and intimate behaviour.

    Neville only shook his head with a smile after Harry asked him what was going on,
    his innocent denseness causing him to be wholly unsure as to what to make of the
    strange situation. "Harry… never mind, I don't think you would understand it anyway.
    Maybe in a couple of years, though I can't really talk much now, can I?"

    This, of course, left Harry more confused than ever, and decided to bring up the
    topic to Katie at the start of their dancing lesson in a disused classroom on the
    sixth floor.

    "Ah." Katie's face burned a bright red fire, her fingers moving to her long,
    black, hair, to begin twirling it idly within her digits. This was a well-known
    nervous habit that Harry had seen her perform almost ritualistically whenever a
    situation began to become more than she could handle. Harry was starting to get
    nervous himself, however, when Katie began to twitch, and the silence stretched for a
    few minutes. "I think, they may… they may… possibly think that we are… linked. In a
    romantic sense."

    Her voice had slowed with each word. Each syllable stretched out and became
    quieter and quieter. Harry did not know what to say in response. He simply stood
    there, mere feet away from Katie Bell, who was now stood completely still, head
    bowed, and eyes beginning to redden.

    Katie took a deep, long, breath. In and out. Her head raised up to lock eyes with
    his own and her beatific smile lit up the room, causing him to mimic it happily. She
    took strides towards him and began their lesson. The first part of their time emitted
    a palpable awkwardness, though their deep, long-forged friendship allowed them to
    move easily passed this as the dancing took form.

    "It's almost as if my body knows what to do," Harry said breathlessly after Katie
    had drawn their lesson to a close.

    "I think it may have something to do with your natural skill with flying. It is
    almost as if your body knows how to react reflexively. It's quite an ability that I'm
    definitely jealous of."

    She made a quiet chuckle, followed quickly by Harry, who moved closer to her upon
    the desk they were sitting on. Her arm came around his body, drawing him to her with
    a slight amount of visible possessiveness that even Harry was able to observe.

    The kiss was unexpected. Her lips upon his own were warm and soft. He could feel
    her hand gently trace from his scalp to his cheek with a tenderness he had never felt
    before. It was gentle and full of such affection and care that Harry's brain shut
    down and let the feeling consume him entirely.

    It lasted but only a few seconds, but to Harry it was as if a whole lifetime had
    passed him by.

    "Sorry," whispered Katie. "I don't know what came over me." Her warm breath
    tickled his face as her forehead rested on his own. Harry could see frustrated tears
    begin to form, and he could feel her body twitch as it pressed against his own. "I'm
    so stupid. So, so stupid." A sniffle. "Please don't hate me."

    Harry wrapped his arms around her, cradling her against his smaller frame. "I
    don't understand."

    "How could I not? You are the most precious thing in my life, Harry. How could I
    not feel such things for you? But I know who you are, what goes on in that sweet head
    of yours, and I just feel so sick. I got so caught up in the moment… So much happens
    to you. After the task, and knowing what may come next… I just knew that I couldn't
    wait any longer. I'm so scared about what could happen to you, that I may never get a
    chance if I couldn't be brave and prove I'm the Gryffindor I really am." To Harry, at
    this moment, no one had ever looked as beautiful.

    "I'm sorry."

    The words were soft, but they had the full force of an explosion.

    "I know."

    He almost broke at her sad smile, yet he could not help how he felt. When she
    kissed him there was no spark, no want or desire for this to continue. There was a
    joy he felt, though it was more due to the affirmation that someone truly, really,
    cares for him. There was always a sick doubt in his mind that he was never going to
    be good enough, and the pure devotion that was unspoken in her action was enough to
    destroy any form of self-doubt he possessed. But it still felt wrong.

    "I-I don't feel it. What you want me to feel. I do not know if there is something
    wrong with me, but I don't feel any different. I feel my cheeks burn, and my heart
    race, but there's no… feeling.

    "I've always wanted a family, you know that." She was staring at him intently and
    her hands gripped the sides of his neck with a sweet gentleness. "And now I have.
    Sirius is the uncle who I should have had since I was so young, and Dora is the big
    sister who I used to always dream of having." He felt uncomfortable talking about
    this topic, it being so alien to him. "And you. I would lie awake at night sometimes
    and create stories in my head of having someone who could share my life, who would
    care for me and want me. I never wanted a brother, truly. I would see my cousin act
    how he did, and how my uncle behaved, so I would wish for a sister to help me." Her
    eyes softened and a watery smile formed. "I thought myself so stupid, believing that
    you…"

    "Hush now," she said. "I'm not angry. I could never be angry with you. It's my own
    fault."

    "It isn't," he rushed out, "There's no one in this world that I care for more,
    but… it isn't in the way you want me to. I can't say that the way I am feeling is
    forever, but for now, right now, I can't be the person you want me to be."

    He felt exhausted, his emotions tiring him out more than anything else.

    Katie smiled at him, more naturally than before, which started to ease him back to
    normality. "I'm not angry, Harry, and I know how honest you are. It's a pure trait
    that can't help but draw me to you over and over. All I know, is that as long as I
    can be in your life, that will be enough to make me happy."

    "Really? I don't want this to make things strange or weird at all."

    "It won't."

    Harry believed her, and he could see that she believed it too. They were connected
    too powerfully for something like this to come between them. She was a huge part of
    his life, and without her in it, he knew he would feel hollow and empty, and he could
    feel the exact same from Katie. 'I'm still confused by everything, but life has a
    strange way of developing. Who knows what will happen in five, or ten, or twenty
    years from now?"

    They remained like that, together in silence, for some time after. Harry's arm was
    starting to numb and both he and Katie were noticeably starting to become more and
    more tired as the sky became pitch black and only the light of the cloud covered moon
    shone its light.

    They traipsed to the Gryffindor Common Room with intertwined hands, natural smiles
    upon their faces. At the base of the Girls' dorms, Katie said not a word, but bent
    down slightly to place her lips upon his cheek, the corner of her lips grazing his
    own. He could see a mixture of emotions in her blue eyes, though sadness was not
    amongst them. She left him with a kiss on his brow, and as she walked up the stairs,
    her eyes followed him until she was out of sight.

    Harry sighed long and deep. He was feeling restless now his bed was in sight and
    needed to clear his head of the night's events. He crept up to his room to grab his
    Invisibility Cloak as well as a quill, ink, and parchment. He was going to send a
    letter to Dora to gain some advice on the matter, and a nice trip to visit Hedwig
    would not be a bad idea either. His owl was intelligent and caring, her presence
    could help his rushing feelings.

    With the letter written and sealed, he quietly made his way to the Owlery,
    avoiding Mrs Norris and Peeves along his chosen route. It was getting too late for
    him now, but he was on a mission that needed to be completed.

    Upon his arrival, there was a human figure gently stroking a large owl that he did
    not expect to be there.

    "Fleur?"

    She turned sharply in his direction, fumbling for a wand that was never drawn as
    her shocked face calmed itself when she saw him standing there with his Cloak draped
    over his shoulder and a letter in his left hand.

    "'Arry?" she blinked dumbly, looking more like a true teenaged girl to Harry in
    that moment than she has done since he met her. He almost chuckled when he saw her
    light blush. "Could not sleep eezzer?"

    "It's been a long night, and I thought I would come see my owl for a bit."

    "Weech one iz yours?"

    He whistled lowly, and Hedwig' majestic form flew down from her perch. He smiled
    bright and wide when she nibbled his ear lightly, cuffed him round his head with a
    gentle wing, and nuzzled his neck with a good tenderness he could only ever expect
    from his companion. "This is Hedwig."

    "She iz incroyable. May I?" she gestured as if to stroke her.

    "It's up to Hedwig really," shrugged Harry.

    His owl gave him a look but remained on his shoulder as the tall French girl took
    steps towards him. Her arm extended carefully, and Harry was almost awed at the
    innocent smile that shone from Fleur's face as she caressed Hedwig's plumage.

    "She iz a wonderful ow, 'Arry." Her face dropped as she took a step back, her eyes
    roving his small form with sad eyes. "I am sorry."

    "Huh?" he replied dumbly, not expecting the words. "Sorry for what?"

    "For 'ow I 'ave treated you. After what 'appenned in ze task, I 'ave been asking
    'ozzers about you, not just ze ones I 'ave been talking to. It waz wrong. I waz
    wrong. I should 'ave known better zan to, 'ow you say, judge? Judge people." Harry
    remained silent, knowing that this girl needed to get this off her chest. "I also
    'eard you and zat girl. You left ze door open. I did not mean to sneak and 'ear
    you.

    "You did ze right zing, zo. Ze way you 'andled it waz very grown up. Zer are boys
    a lot older zan you 'oo would 'ave made a mess of zat. Made eet zo much worse."

    "You eavesdropped? Please," he whispered with some desperation, "Don't tell anyone
    what happened, I'll do anything."

    Fleur smiled kindly at him. "You do not need to worry. Eet iz a secret, non? All I
    ask iz zat you take my apology."

    "Done. And there is nothing to say sorry for. You didn't know me, so how could you
    get along with me. Especially if Draco and his friends are involved. He likes to try
    to make me upset; he can be a bully sometimes."

    "I 'ave noticed zat 'ee can be cruel." She stared at him again, this time with
    some curiosity. "You are a strange boy, 'Arry Potter."

    "What do you mean?"

    "Zere is somezing about you I cannot put my feenger on… Let me try somezing." She
    closed her eyes and Harry could hear her breathing even out.

    A sudden tingle hit the back of his neck while his eyes grew heavy, and his
    thoughts became fuzzy. Fleur appeared to shine like an angel before him. Her eyes
    glowed with an ethereal light. He could feel her magic embrace his own as a warmth
    that felt so beautiful corrupted his being. He simply stared at Fleur, taking
    everything about her in, drinking it deeply as if he were a man dying of thirst.

    "Stop."

    As quickly as it came, the oppressive feeling vanished.

    "Zat waz my full allure," Fleur spoke with awe lacing her voice. "I never…" She
    looked at him then. She truly looked at him. "I expect no forgiveness for
    zat, but I ask for eet anyway. I 'ad to be sure."

    "Sure of what?" He felt annoyed, but not angry. For some strange reason, he knew
    she would not do anything to him if that had gone awry but could not explain it for
    the life of him.

    "Of 'ow strong your weel iz. 'Ow strong you are. I see eet." She came to his form,
    Hedwig floating away to the window to watch the event unfold. Harry stood still as
    her hand came to his cheek. She was easily a foot taller than he, so he had to crane
    his neck upwards to meet her gaze. "'Arry," was the only word she spoke before she
    kissed his forehead, leaving an appealing, burning spot which lingered on his skin.
    "I zink I see eet, why zey care and protect you zo strongly."

    Harry watched after her as she left the tower, stating that he was shocked being
    an understatement.

    "Hedwig." A low bark responded. "Life is strange." He could almost swear she was
    laughing at him.
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    They all overslept on Christmas Morning, knowing that the nights festivities would
    drag on to the early hours of Boxing Day.

    They met each other in the Great Hall for an early lunch, taking time to enjoy it
    as they all relaxed and accepted the day for what it was. The Circle lounged about in
    the Common Room afterwards, exchanging gifts and munching on sweet snacks sparingly.
    With what Harry believed to be more time than was necessary, the girls of the group
    left to enter their dormitories as to get ready for the Ball.

    "Meet me outside the Hall, Harry. I won't have you waiting here for me the whole
    time."

    "But there's still hours left, Katie," replied with some confusion.

    Alicia simply laughed at his face. "Harry, I don't think you fully understand the
    intricacies that goes into getting a girl ready for an event like this. Let Katie
    glamour herself up for you, you won't regret it, trust me."

    With red faces, Katie pecked his cheek and turned away. The others seemed to
    believe that there was more going on between them than they advertise, and neither of
    them had told the others what had been discussed in that abandoned classroom.

    "Come on, Harry, let's play some Snap."

    He turned to Neville and nodded his head in agreement.

    By the time it came for the rest of them to get ready, as they deemed it, there
    was barely any time left until the start of the Ball. They descended the Grand
    Staircase as a large group of Gryffindor boys, with Lions from most years coming with
    them to the entrance.

    "See you in there, Harrikins," shouted Fred, with George guffawing next to him at
    some joke spoken by Lee Jordan.

    Harry moved his way to the gathering group of Champions and dates – Professor
    McGonagall presiding over them. She nodded her head at him, a nod of approval at his
    Robes for the evening; they were likened more towards Muggle fashion but were inlaid
    with emerald – something that Katie almost demanded he add. 'Your eyes are
    beautiful, Harry. The green is a necessary addition.' She was so excited to
    attend that he simply smiled and agreed.

    Cedric was stood there, a Durmstrang girl on his arm who was overtly flirting with
    the bemused boy. Harry smiled at his friend, who nodded his head in Harry's
    direction, followed by the shark-like grin of the girl.

    Krum was stood there too, along with a Ravenclaw boy Harry was positive was Roger
    Davies.

    "I'm assuming you aren't here together?" Harry asked.

    "Hah, no. I am waiting for someone else," snorted Viktor. "This one waits for
    Delacour."

    Harry shook his head as he could see Roger's eyes already glazed over. "A shame
    really." Krum raised a quizzical brow. "He won't last five minutes."

    "A sickle says ten." The feminine voice was not one Harry recognised, but as the
    blonde-haired girl moved to Krum's side, Harry switched the form in front of him from
    the unknown to a Seventh Year Gryffindor that Harry was sure was named Fiona.

    Harry smiled at the forming group, but his heart almost stopped beating as nervous
    butterflies filled his stomach. He could see heads turn at the sight of Fleur as she
    entered the Castle. A heavenly aura emanating from her form would be enough to do
    that to even the strongest of wills. 'So, this is what a Veela could truly
    do.' However, no greater beauty existed for him in that moment than the girl who
    was walking down the stairs towards him.

    She wore a floor length, Emerald dress with her shoulders bare. Light clips of her
    heels struck the stoned floor, and Harry could see the nerves strike her features
    from where he stood. This moment was the moment her took his glasses off for the
    first time and was granted with the ability to see the world correctly for what it
    was. Without assistance, his eyes trailed over her face, lightly made up, and her
    long black hair loose and wild in fashionable curls. As she took steps closer, he
    could feel his heart beat quicker in simultaneous tempo with his date.

    "You look so handsome, Harry," she said, stuttering slightly at her words.

    "And you're amazing," he replied, basking in the serene smile that drew out from
    her. "I know I gave you your present earlier, but I got you something else." He
    withdrew a box from an inside pocket, which was passed over to Katie who opened it
    slowly. Inside was a crystal-clear pendant, a Phoenix engraved upon it. "Apparently
    my father had it made for my mother, but she never got a chance to wear it."

    "I-I can't take this."

    "I want you to have it."

    The world went silent, and Harry felt terrible for a split second when he thought
    Katie was about to burst into tears. "Can you put it on for me then?"

    He nodded is assent, and clasped it around her neck with some difficulty, until it
    finally fit her.

    "If you are all ready, the Yule Ball is set to begin," Minerva called out to them.
    "Mr Diggory and Miss Makinen, followed by Mr Krum and Miss Fitzroy. Then Miss
    Delacour and Mr Davies, and finally Mr Potter and Miss Bell."

    The group entered the Hall to subdued applause, each couple arm in arm. Harry
    could feel Katie's body shake slightly with nerves, recognising that his own was
    reciprocating the action.

    They made their way to the High Table, noting that, instead of the four long
    tables for each house, replacing them were rounded ones able to fit a large group
    around them. When they reached their table, Harry unconsciously pulled Katie's seat
    out, remembering some advice that Dora had wrote on a letter to him that came
    attached with her Christmas present that morning. Katie smiled brightly at him,
    leading to Fleur huffing audibly from the other side of her when Davies just stood
    there awkwardly staring at her. Cedric and Krum managed to take the hint, leading to
    thankful winks sent in his direction.

    The group were unsure of what came next, but when Professor Dumbledore, who was
    sat on Harry's right, spoke the words "Pork Chops" clearly to his plate, the eight
    students quickly connected the dots. Harry and Katie barely spoke to each other as
    they ate, though this did not mean the conversation ran dry.

    The two talked when the needed to, continuing the familiarity they shared of their
    established touches and non-verbal communications. As he dug into his treacle tart, a
    treat for him as he disdained from eating too much sugary foods as his stomach
    disliked it from years of being unused to it, he glanced across the room to see who
    had been paired with who.

    "You noticed them yet?" Katie asked as she licked her spoon clean from ice cream.
    "Neville and Fay coming together was a bit obvious really."

    He nodded in response. "Fred and Angelina, and George and Alicia too."

    "What a surprise!"

    The duo laughed lightly as they looked at the rest of the room and the couples
    that dotted it.

    "Didn't think to see Ginny here," said Katie. "Least of all with that Dean boy
    from your year."

    "Apparently, she really wanted to go, and from what I have heard, Dean was okay
    with them going together. He said that it made it easier to not have to ask a girl to
    go with him if they went as friends."

    "Look at you, getting all the gossip."

    "I do share a room with him, and Seamus talks quite loud."

    When the announcement came for the partners to move to the centre of the room so
    as to initiate the dance, the room stood as one and the tables all vanished to the
    aether. Harry took Katie's hand, squeezing it tightly as they walked to their
    positions. It was as if the world was emptying and only the two of them remained
    within it. He could sense the nerves start to dissipate easily as if they were never
    there.

    They stopped in their allocated positions, and idly Harry could see the pairs
    throughout the room move closer to each other, each taking their own partners hand in
    theirs as they prepared to join the Champions in the dance. Draco had Pansy wrapped
    around his form; Seamus with Lavender; Parvati with a Beauxbatons boy who he did not
    know. In the background, he could see Tracey arm in arm with another Slytherin boy,
    Ron Weasley timidly stood next to Lisa Turpin who was seemed to, strangely enough, be
    enjoying the redhead's company. With a growing smile, however, he saw a bubbly Luna
    Lovegood swaying to a non-existent tune as she tightly grasped Hermione's hand.

    Katie stood taller than him, her feet were clad in heels that added to her height,
    which most likely led to a strange sight for the watchers in the wings.

    He tentatively placed his hand gently upon her waist, simultaneously her own hand
    graced his shoulder. The opposing hands grasped each other's tightly and smiles were
    mirrored in each other's faces.

    "Ready?" she whispered, questioning his nerves.

    His heart was racing, but all he had time for was the girl in his arms who had
    become such a fixture in his life. "As I'll ever be," he whispered back as a slow
    tune began to play.

    He could have made a thousand and one mistakes as they danced, but Harry did not
    care. Idly, his thoughts turned to just a few short years prior, where the only joy
    he could have ever felt was the fresh breeze on his face and sunlight shining down
    upon him after he was let out of his cupboard. Now, he had so much to be thankful
    for, and a moment like this was heaven-like to him. It was as if a never-ending dream
    was preventing his wakefulness to the world. The duo's spins, twirls, and movements
    galore as Katie held him close, stopped the ever-beating heart and vibrating nerves
    that influenced his soul. The constant thrum of dread that existed within him
    appeared to dissipate as the eternally present memories of what happened with
    Quirrell, the Chamber, and the Dementor, was drained from his mind for such a short,
    bittersweet, time.

    The bright, magically changing, torchlights reflected off his partner's smile,
    wide and pleasing, and he found his own lips turned up in joy. There was an innocence
    that seemed to have their witnesses stare with awe, and, as the music began to draw
    to a close, other couple's making their way to the dance floor, and another, new,
    song develop its tempo, they continued their dance with not a word being uttered
    between them.

    They lost track of time that passed as they simply enjoyed their night.
    Eventually, they needed a break from their actions, and decided to move over to a
    table to perch themselves temporarily as they quenched their thirst and rest their
    feet.

    "Remind me to never wear these again," Katie moaned as she took her shoes off to
    rub her sore feet. "Now I remember why I don't actually own any." She looked over at
    Harry's grin and pulled a face of her own. "Alright, laugh it up, I'd like to see you
    try wearing them, oh Champion of Champion's."

    "I think I'll be okay, if that's all the same to you."

    They sat in companionable silence, the awkwardness that had been there after the
    confession vanishing. It still existed, the knowledge of what had been told, yet
    their bond was too strong to become extinguished with the dying flames. Katie had her
    arm around his waist now, and Harry could feel her breaths and body heat in the chill
    of the room, and there was no evidence of anything wrong. How could it be when the
    girl beside him was the most precious thing that he could see?

    They sat there, under the enchanted snowflakes dropping lazily upon their
    shoulders, watching the rest of the night unfold. They had danced their fill for the
    moment, and now that the music had upped its beat, Harry and Katie agreed that the
    dancing to that music was a bit beyond their tastes.

    Instead, they people watched, seeing their fellow students, and their teachers,
    enjoy the night for what it was. Professor Dumbledore made the rounds, acting as
    gracious a host as anyone could, offering his hand to all with a respectful dignity
    that one would expect from the legend. Hagrid appeared enamoured with the Beauxbatons
    Headmistress, though he shared a jovial little dance with Professor Sprout and
    McGonagall as well.

    Harry and Katie quietly discussed Ron and Lisa Turpin, smiles on their faces
    reflecting the ones upon the surprising duo. Harry hummed in thought as he watched.
    "Do you think he'll be a bit more calm? Who asked who, anyway?"

    "She asked him, obviously, and maybe. He hasn't been as annoying the last few days
    now, has he?"

    Of course, the one that shocked the most people, though Harry was nothing but
    happy for them, was the coupling up of Hermione and Luna, both of whom traversed
    their way through the crowd to their table.

    "Harry, do you mind if we have a little chat?"

    Her face was scrunched up with what Harry could only assume was worry, though the
    pale hand of her partner holding hers tight seemed to be helping her out.

    "Of course, Hermione."

    Katie nodded once at him before turning with a smile to the young Ravenclaw and
    began conversing with her. Harry and Hermione rose up and walked a little way away so
    as to have a conversation with some modicum of privacy.

    "So, Luna?"

    Hermione pursed her lips as her eyebrows furrowed in prepared anger, "If you
    think- "

    "Hermione, I'm happy for you." Her anger stopped in its tracks. "I just never
    would have thought that you would have ever even tried to be friends with her, let
    alone anything else."

    The girl went quiet, idly twirling her straightened out hair as her teeth worried
    her lips in thought. "I think… I think I have you to thank for that." At his confused
    face, she began to elaborate. "With everything that happened, I knew I needed to take
    a long, hard, look at myself. Luna just sort of, fell I suppose, into my life. As
    much as it pains me to say it, she is almost unwanted in her House. In Hogwarts,
    really."

    "And you felt the same."

    She nodded her head, "Yes." A tired sigh escaped her. "She was there for me when
    everyone else despised me. She… treated me as me. I began to see beyond what everyone
    calls madness and saw deep into who she was. She is a lonely girl who begs silently
    for friends but has a hidden intelligence within her that is obvious but ignored.
    Crying out for help in the only way she knows how."

    "Seems like someone else I know."

    Hermione hiccoughed quietly, but Harry remained still, knowing that she still had
    something to say. "It was Professor Vector who saw it first. 'Don't waste the time
    you need; you never know how much you may regret it if you do not take the chance.'
    She spoke to us both, explained that what we feel is okay, that it is perfectly
    normal. I never even thought of romance. It is not something that has ever taken root
    in my mind, but she has become so key to my life..."

    "Are you happy?"

    "Yes."

    "Then that is all that matters in the end."

    There was a silence stretching out between them, and it was Hermione that broke
    first. "I am so sorry. For everything I have done, or not done. For what I think I
    have done, and for what you believe I have done. The Hermione Granger of times past
    is gone, replaced by a better version of her." Her hand extended out, tears slid down
    her cheeks, but to Harry, her smile was beautiful. "Hermione Granger, a pleasure to
    meet you."

    He returned her smile, reached out with his own hand, and shook it. "Harry Potter,
    I hope we can be friends."

    Harry and Katie danced as the night started to come to a close; the effort of
    more, faster paced songs dwindled to slower, easier ones in the waning hours of the
    Ball. After the end of the second song, Neville, red-faced, took Katie by the hand,
    while Harry and Fay danced together, laughing, and joking as they did.

    Harry shared a timid one with Hermione, followed by a more boisterous and
    talkative dance with Luna Lovegood. Alicia and Angelina got involved, each doing
    their best to make him blush with their more provocative styles (Harry suspected that
    the blatantly obviously drunk Weasley twins had provided them with some refreshment),
    while Katie screamed with laughter as Fred and George passed her between them with a
    previously seen, unknown, style involving three people.

    He talked and chattered away with others who passed them: Krum, Cedric, the
    Professors.

    "I can see you enjoying yourself, Harry," giggled a slightly merry Septima Vector.
    "Myself and your mother used to dance all the time. A natural she was, though I could
    never keep up with her moves. Two left feet, you see." She leaned close to him,
    staring into his green eyes as though she could barely recognise them. "Lily would be
    so proud of you, Harry. Always remember that." Quieter, so that she could be barely
    heard over the still loud sounds of the Yule Ball, "I know how you feel about them,
    and I understand your hesitation, but they really did love you. Lily, most of all.
    So, I may be a bit rusty, but how could I not ask my, don't tell anyone, favourite
    pupil, for a quick dance."

    Harry was sure that many a jealous face shone in his direction as they clasped
    each other's hands, and Harry audibly gulped when he pressed himself into her chest.
    Teachers had been dancing with students all night, though sparingly – Fred had
    managed to weasel his way to a short dance with Professor McGonagall, while Cedric
    had done so with a young looking Beauxbatons professor that had come along to
    Hogwarts.

    When they had finished, Harry stood against the wall, sipping at a Butterbeer,
    looking around with a small sense of elation at how the night had progressed. Idly,
    he noted two sets of blonde hair, as Fleur Delacour stiffly pushed herself away from
    an annoyed looking Draco Malfoy. His brow raised when he saw her glide over the dance
    floor to his direction.

    "'Arry," she said curtly.

    "Fleur."

    Neither of them said a word, but Harry could see Katie's glowering face behind
    Fleur, with the Circle glancing in their direction with worry every now and again.
    Krum was also looking, his date on his arm, and both were sending bemused looks his
    way.

    Harry looked Fleur dead in the face, a part of him impressed by how little she
    looked tired or such. 'Veela genes, I guess.'

    "A dance, Monsieur Potter? Or iz eet not to be too good for ze likes of moi?"
    Harry agreed to the dance and moved his way to the fringes of the floor as they took
    each other in hand. "You are a surprise, 'Arry Potter."

    "How so?"

    "Hmm, 'ow should I say zis… zo many 'ate you, but zo many are beside you. You,
    what iz zee word… intrigue me."

    "I don't try to do anything to upset people."

    "I know," she interrupted. "I am sorry, for how I 'ave acted towards you. I do not
    mean to spy, but I cannot 'elp eet eef eet iz zere een front of me."

    Harry could only say that the girl glowed. She shined before him, and he could see
    she was beautiful. But he could see a sort of sadness as well. "I hope we can be
    friends, Fleur."

    "Zo do I, 'Arry. Zo do I."

    A tired Harry, pulled along by hand by Katie, was dragged back to the Gryffindor
    Common Room, smiling as he went when the Ball had finally finished. It had been a
    great night, he thought. It was a nice distraction for sure, helping him to forget,
    even temporarily, the upcoming stress he knew he was to endure. When he reached his
    bed, with some assistance, there was only a smile remaining on his face when Katie
    kissed his brow and he fell into the land of Morpheus and into tomorrow.
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    The three of them, Harry, Sirius, and Dora, were staring at the Golden Egg with
    some annoyance. Harry had returned to Sirius' house a couple of days after the Yule
    Ball and had brought with him more than schoolwork - the prize from the First
    Task.

    "Why does it screech?" Sirius asked hollowly. "Why though?"

    Dora had her face scrunched up with residual pain as she held her hands over
    Harry's ears, the boy sat upon her lap prior to the opening of the Egg. "I have no
    idea. Almost reminds me of when Mum would get annoyed at me and Dad… Please don't
    tell her I said that."

    "I'm just glad I soundproofed the room when you told me. I don't think I could
    survive a screaming match between an egg and my mother. That was a sentence I never
    thought I would ever say out loud.

    "You okay, Harry?" Sirius asked with some concern.

    "Yeah, I think I'm a bit used to the sound now. I just wish I knew what it was all
    about."

    His face must have visibly dropped because Dora jumped in to help cheer him up.
    "C'mon, Harry, I think its enough for today. I'll ask mum and dad if they know
    anything about screaming eggs." His brow quirked in barely veiled amusement at her
    words. "Shut it. Anyway, a little birdy, or kitty cat it seems, informed thick and
    scraggly over here about some attention you've been getting from the gentler sex."
    Her grin was growing at the same pace as the feeling in Harry's gut. Sirius' face
    matching hers did not help matters either. There was a flash of something dangerous
    in Dora's eyes, however, that was more terrifying. "Care to spill the beans?"

    "Go on, Pup, tell us all about it." Sirius laughed lecherously as he grinned at
    his Godson. "Oh, James would be so proud."

    If Harry were to guess, Sirius and Dora were acting in a twisted reflection of how
    James and Lily would have acted, only with the current situation being that of a far
    more dysfunctional family. 'A paternal influence is a traumatised man-child, and
    a maternal one is a ditzy girl barely older that I am.' But he would not change
    it for anything in the world.

    "I would rather not."

    "Don't care, Pup, I would rather you do."

    Dora's grip got tighter as Harry tried to squirm out of it. "Listen to the
    mongrel, Harry," 'Hey!' "Even a broken clock is right twice a day, and I would
    really like to hear about these." Her voice quietened slightly, but Harry
    definitely heard, through the muffled voice of his big sister, 'Hussies'.

    "Some girls wanted to go with me to the Yule Ball." Silence met his answer. "And a
    boy." More silence.

    "Harry, what about the girl you went with, Katie?"

    "She's my friend." Silence again. "She is!"

    Sirius shook his head. "I, we, know that, but from some of the rumours… and what
    of that Veela I've been hearing about?"

    "Her name is Fleur," Harry said with some heat, shocking all three of them with
    the slight intensity.

    "Sorry. Fleur."

    Harry gained a bashful look, attempting to hide himself away but finding himself
    unable to do so, leaving the trio in a small aura of awkwardness.

    A clatter and crash echoed in the room as a twitchy Tonks knocked over a stack of
    dishes, their glasses and mugs of drinks, and the golden egg, causing the two others
    to snap their necks in her direction. Said girl simply chuckled and scratched the
    back of her head bashfully. "Oops."

    Sirius sighed, waving his wand, and muttering a "Reparo" to easily fix
    the mess. "Damn it, girl, you're lucky Lily made me learn that or I swear that'd be
    coming from your wages.

    "But you don't pay me."

    He returned her cheeky grin with a flat look. "Don't tempt me,
    Nymphadora."

    "Or what, dogbreath?"

    "Come on, you two, play nice," interrupted Harry.

    "But she started it," Sirius whined. He sighed when all he got in return was a
    blank, hard, stare. "Fine." He blinked and looked at the table. "Where's the egg.
    Tonksy, you blast it to oblivion or something?"

    "Hardy har."

    Harry shushed them both, "Listen." The three ceased all sound they could make.
    "Can you hear that? It sounds…"

    "Harry, the egg's open, but it isn't screaming at us," Dora pointed to the floor
    by her feet.

    "It's open a crack, but the opening's in Tonksy's flooding of my kitchen
    seems to be covering it. Maybe the water is doing something to it?" The three closed
    the egg, with Sirius vanishing the liquid away and then summoning a sphere of water
    to hold in the air. "Nymmy, I need you to help me hold this up. I'm still a little
    rusty, and even though I could create the damn thing, there's no way in all hells I
    can maintain it. Harry, open the egg inside and see what you can hear."

    The other two nodded their heads and got into position. Harry took a deep breath,
    his hands affixed to the egg, and with one fell swoop, he became half submerged in
    water.

    Come seek us where our voices sound,

    We cannot sing above the ground,

    And while you're searching ponder this;

    We've taken what you'll sorely miss,

    An hour long you'll have to look,

    And to recover what we took,

    But past an hour, the prospect's black,

    Too late, it's gone, it won't come back.

    "Sounds to me like it could be the Black Lake," Harry muttered. "It has to be at
    Hogwarts, and combined with the water theme… 'We cannot sing above the ground.'
    That's the Lake. It's below the surface and the only place with water, and as the Egg
    only functions properly inside it, it's a simple conclusion."

    "It's Mermish," Sirius uttered, after asking Harry to repeat what he had heard.
    "There's a township in the Lake, meant to be one of the only freshwater one's in the
    world, and they only speak human-tongue when submerged. Why did I not remember that?
    Hah, me and Moony played havoc down there one night. They probably never forgot
    it!"

    "An hour long you'll have to look?" Dora poked her chin lightly as she thought
    aloud. "Sounds like you're going to have to hunt for something down there. From what
    I've been told, the Lake is enormous. Like, magically expanded enormous. Kiddo,
    you're going to need to grow gills or something, because that hour line isn't
    overexaggerated."

    "Forget learning to breathe, I need to learn to swim first."
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    "See, it's easy enough, is it not, Harry?" came the warm, soothing voice of Tracey
    Davis.

    Harry smiled brightly, ever thankful for his friend and her assistance.

    Sirius and Dora had begun the initial steps on teaching him to swim, allowing the
    basics to enter his brain before he had to return to Hogwarts at the beginning of the
    new year. Mumblings had been passes around the Gryffindor Common Room as to how best
    to assist with the further teaching, before Ginny piped up that maybe going to see
    McGonagall would be the best bet.

    "Learn to swim?" she asked with some curiosity. "I wonder what may have brought
    this on Mr Potter. I am unaware of the details of the Second Task, but I would be a
    fool to refuse the idea that perhaps water may be involved with it?" Harry began to
    stutter incomprehensible sentences out in an attempt to justify his desire to learn,
    only to be halted with a patented Minerva look. "Peace, Harry. I am passed my
    swimming years, I believe, though I am aware that mayhaps Filius could be aware of
    who to assist you. He is, of course, head of the extra-curricular activities
    board."

    Harry and company changed persons, and their diminutive Charms Professor came
    through for Harry once more. "Oh, marvellous! One of my Prefects charges the Swimming
    Club, there are only a few members, though Miss Williams would be delighted to have
    someone else to partake, even if it is only to learn."

    The Prefect, Williams, frowned upon his arrival, and was hesitant to aid him in
    his endeavours, only to be interrupted by Tracey exiting the Club's sectioned of
    partition of the Black Lake.

    "Harry? I only overheard the last, but I can teach you, if you want me to."

    Harry had simply smiled and nodded his head, much to the chagrin of a couple of
    his female companions, with Katie refusing to leave the area so as to keep an eye on
    him.

    "What kind of magic is this to keep this water so warm?" he questioned.

    Tracey grinned at him as she glided around him in the water. "How do you mean? As
    in, how does it seem to keep heated without a visible energy supply?" Harry agreed
    with her question with a throaty hum. "Runes, and a healthy dose of the ambient magic
    absorbed by Hogwarts itself."

    Tracey would help him get stronger and better in the water, being a calm and
    compassionate teacher the whole time. Eventually, she 'graduated' him from beginner
    to the pleased look of all who wished him to succeed. His friends had been helping in
    attempting to help with him remaining underwater for an hour, while Harry took a back
    seat in that to concentrate on learning to swim, but with Tracy confident in Harry
    being able to at least complete the challenge, he now had to focus completely on the
    matter at hand.

    "Potter… Harry." He looked at Tracey expectantly, unnerved slightly by her
    troubled look that she was dismally trying to hide from him. "Good luck, Harry. And
    remember, when you have come out of the other end of the next Task, you can reward me
    then for assisting your success." There was no real bite to her words, as a nervous
    looking grin developed on her, which Harry reflected back. She had walked past him,
    leaving a mark of warmth upon his cheeks where her lips brushed sweetly, leaving
    Harry slightly stunned.

    "Of course, Tracey. You know I will."

    He had rushed to the library as soon as was feasible, covertly making his way
    through the castle, avoiding the rush of students of which many had been extremely
    verbal of their dislike of him even at this point of the tournament.

    He could feel the smoothness of the interior of his father's Invisibility Cloak
    caress him with beautiful familiarity, allowing him to become a king amongst shadows.
    He crept, as silent as a mouse, around familiar Hufflepuff's led by Susan Bones,
    Hannah Abbott, and Justin Finch-Fletchey, each one a side villain in Harry's story
    arc. Names and faces moved beyond him, and outside of his Circle, there were friendly
    motives few and far between.

    He contemplated them with mute curiosity as he slid into a library chair, wedged
    between Fay and Neville, both quietly arguing over who had the best idea. Hufflepuff
    had become a no-go zone, with only Cedric himself being the only person within the
    House who he could talk to. Though that may have been due to Cedric's personality
    crossing with his friendship with Harry.

    Ravenclaw had always been a mixed bag with Harry. Half respected his skill and
    drive, while the other half expressed a sort of jealousy he could not comprehend.
    Luna was ever supportive of him, and Harry found himself drawn to the odd girl every
    now and then, relishing in an innocence and out-of-the-box way of thinking with a
    smile affixed to his face. Some nameless boys and girls would remain neutral of him
    in this fight, taking no side with either his entrance to the Tournament, nor the
    attacks on his reputation from Skeeter at the Prophet. Said newspaper had been
    practically barred from any form of Gryffindor hands, especially after one disgusting
    article forced Katie away from lessons for a couple of days; not only had she
    suffered taunts and jibes from other students, whose behaviour was vile, she also
    received Howlers from people she had never met before, and a disappointing and
    strongly worded letter from her parents. Skeeter's character attack of Harry was the
    main foundation, but her other drives of those around him was simply the icing on the
    cake.

    "Gillyweed, Fay! All he needs is to take some and there you have it, instant
    gills. He'll be blasting about the Lake like he was born there."

    Fay had her arms crossed over her chest, black hair, wild and unkempt from stress
    and tiredness, in a near-mirror image of Harry's own, especially now she had had it
    cut shorter in the last week. "And I'm telling you, Neville Longbottom, that to get
    Gillyweed is a problem in of itself, and Harry is skilled enough to use the
    Bubblehead Charm. Even Professor Flitwick seems to think so!"

    Neville huffed petulantly as he sharply turned his head to his friend. "What do
    you think, Harry? We've all got an idea for how to help you."

    "I think that each idea will be great, but I don't know, Nev. Still, even if I
    pick one, it is still a good idea to have a back-up. I only turned up when you were
    arguing over which one was best, but I think they're both brilliant."

    Fay looked slightly smug at his words, her eyes burning bright as she spoke.
    "Well, at least you won't be taking Fred's advice to heart. Ride the Giant Squid to
    the bottom of the Lake, what a joke."

    "I actually like the idea," said Harry, a ghost of a grin beginning to grow.
    "It'll be funny, at least, to see everyone's reactions to it."

    "Harry," Fay intoned seriously, eyes locked with his own, making sure to avoid
    Neville's humour-filled face, "I swear to all things holy, that if you ride the Giant
    Squid to the bottom of the Lake…"

    Harry laughed loudly, hushing himself as he remembered the potential fury of
    Pince, who popped her head around a bookshelf quickly after the noise was made.
    "Sorry, Madam Pince, that was my fault."

    Her hard eyes softened slightly at his humbled words, before nodding her head once
    to show her agreement. "See you better it does not, Mr Potter. I would hate to have
    to throw you out."

    When the woman had walked away, Neville shook his head with some mirth. "Only you,
    Harry, could make one of the meanest women in the school forgive so easily. But
    anyway, I think you should go for it, but trust me, Gillyweed is simple enough to
    get, and is tried and tested to work every single time it's used."

    Harry sat there; a book of the Black Lake of Hogwarts open before him as he
    listened the bickering of his two best friends discuss animatedly how best to keep
    him alive.

    As the night drew ever onwards, and the sconce's light began to flicker and fade
    to symbolise the waning of the hour, Madam Pince shooed them away, a faraway look
    upon her face as her eyes glazed and thoughts bounced off her skin. "I think the
    three of you have been cooped up here for long enough. Get! The night grows old, and
    you should all be abed."

    Harry thanked her with a whisper, his stress and tiredness keeping a smile from
    his lips, though his words were sincere.

    The trio escaped the smell of paper and leather, traipsing back the veritable
    distance between the library and their Common Room. A rare sight of another student
    hurrying the halls came by them intermittently, most of them looking at Harry with a
    sneer, though the hardness of their stares had lessened of late, Fay still took it
    upon herself to clasp his hand tightly to show him she was still there for him.

    By the time they entered the Portrait Hole, the Fat Lady uttering her 'good
    nights' after the password had been spoken, Harry was ready to collapse, and only by
    leaning upon his two friends was he able to keep standing.

    "I'm just going to sit here for a while, you two go to bed, I do not think I'll be
    able to do it quickly."

    Neville frowned at his friend as Harry slid into the armchair by the fireplace. "I
    don't know if that's a good idea, Harry."

    He shook his head in response, "No, I mean it."

    "You're knackered. How would you get back up to bed without help?" Neville pressed
    on.

    Harry's eyes softened at the visages of concern he was receiving. "Neville. Fay."
    The looks continued. "I'm going to be okay. I… I just want some solitude for a while.
    Just to get my head around what comes tomorrow. We've narrowed the options down, but
    there's only so much preparation that I can do before the event begins, and I
    appreciate everything you have done for me, but really, I just need to be on my own
    for a while. Please understand." The last two words were uttered with a mute
    desperation that caused Neville and Fay to falter in their argument.

    "If I catch you down here later, Harry, you will have me to deal with.
    Understand?"

    Harry looked down the pointed finger of Fay Dunbar, who had closed the gap
    considerably. He could see the flickering of her pupils, hear and feel her short,
    rapid, breaths, and sense the uneasiness of her magic as she struggled to keep it
    contained. Harry reached out with two small hands, gently taking Fay's trembling
    fingers into his own. "You don't need to worry about me."

    "Oh, Harry. You know we always will."

    Neville took a step forward and brought a hand onto his shoulder. "I don't think
    we'll ever stop, mate."

    The fire had become crackling embers by the time Harry had started to begin his
    deep sleep, having lightly dozed for the last while. It was when he heard the noise
    of footsteps upon the carpeted floor that he regained his consciousness.

    Through blurry eyes he looked forward, meeting only a blue that brought a calm to
    his body and soul. His hand, which had been resting atop his heart, was enveloped in
    a warm grip, while an unsteady warmth caressed his face. A lingering wetness struck
    his brow as soothing breaths of air swept across his ear. Mumbled words caused
    shivers to strike him, though not unpleasantly. The feeling hit his brow once more,
    and for a brief, wonderful, moment he felt weightless.

    The next thing he knew, he had awoken in his bed within the fourth-year dormitory,
    pyjama clad and tucked in tightly.

    Orbs of blue were all that he could remember, as a shimmering gold burnt his
    vision, and bell-like laughter encompassed his ears. A figure haunted his minds eye,
    and his heart bled a heat that echoed throughout his head, fading away into near
    nothingness as he tried to hold on to that immediate thought, only letting go as it
    vanished into the aether. He felt a calm sort of joy, recalling the feeling of the
    waking dream his had had, connecting thought, feeling, and reminiscence into one
    form. And yet…

    Deep within the recesses of his memories, a dark voice whispered honeyed
    poison.

    'What would you sacrifice?'
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    The dawn did not awaken him. The room drank in the oft forgotten early morning
    darkness greedily, the stones of the foundations lapping up the absence of light. It
    did not wake him for he was already awoken in a rush of nerves, stress, and uncovered
    fear.

    Harry was sat upon the bed, legs crossed underneath him. He was deeply breathing
    in and out in an attempt to halt the gathering storm of emotions spilling out.

    'Every time,' he thought to himself. 'Every time this gets harder and
    harder, and yet easier and easier. Can I not just have a single year? A single time?
    Just once, can I not just be me? Just Harry?'

    "Okay."

    The whisper went unheard apart from a solitary House Elf who was glancing at Harry
    with slight reverence and concern as it went about its morning work. Harry would
    usually greet the being who was assigned to morning Dormitory cleaning, with a polite
    smile, a friendly hello, and even talk with it on some occasions. To the House Elf
    community of Hogwarts, Harry Potter was considered one of their favourite humans.

    Harry stared into the distance of an unseen horizon, acting as if he were a zombie
    trudging along for no reason whatsoever. He made his way down to the Great Hall, eyes
    constantly scanning for a friendly face, finding only ones garbed in red and gold
    amongst a sea of doubt.

    Neville and Fay were trying to pry food into his mouth, though his stomach twisted
    and roiled. "Where's Katie?" But no answer could be given.

    Bile would form, but he kept it all down. The pre-event adrenaline was coursing
    through his veins, and, even though this was once again to be most likely a harrowing
    experience for him, his mind began its slow course to collection and calm.

    Red and Gold span bright words and sunshine attitude. Yellow, Blue, and Green,
    attempted to spin their webs of misery, blocked at every turn by a champion of virtue
    and bravery.

    McGonagall eventually made her way over to him, her eyes looking up and down his
    thin, tiny, body. Her lips were pursed, and concern shone in the glass of her eyes.
    "Harry, it is time. I will wait for you by the doors, be quick about it."

    She turned on her heel, moving her way quickly through the dissipating crowd. Each
    person loudly braying about who will emerge victorious from this, as yet unknown
    task.

    "Harry, you'll be amazing." Fay's words were breathless, and Harry could feel her
    trembling as she latched onto him like a lifeline.

    The rest of the Circle each gave him their support, and each one showed their
    reassurances enough to bring his mood up from underneath the surface.

    "But where is Katie?"

    None could answer him.

    The thought that something had happened to her phased through his body, wrenching
    his guts less than a secondary image running into his brain of her not caring enough
    to come down.

    The courage and normalcy that had been forming had cracked and was now becoming a
    hindrance more than a saving grace.

    He was shaking upon the wooden pier, and not just from the cold. His hands, once
    blue yet now warmed thanks to a warming charm, still were shaking. The Lake looked
    half-frozen; Harry could see his and Katie's rock in the distance, though barely
    through the dense creations for the audience to stand upon.

    He could feel the sounds that created a loudness that set his teeth on edge, begin
    to dissipate as the seconds ticked on by. The three other champions began to remove
    their outerwear before the assembled crowd, though Harry refrained from doing so
    until the very last moment. Cedric's form was clear, though a heavy weight removed
    itself completely when Harry saw the scars littering Krum's body. He stood there
    proud and unmoving, and it was enough for Harry to remove his top and trousers and
    shoes, revealing his own swimwear below it all.

    A hush was visible from his solitary podium, but Harry did not hide himself. To
    his right stood Fleur, and she was staring open-mouthed at his array of marks.

    His hand was clenched, as he instinctively kept the black spot from view, though
    there was no hiding the others. Quidditch and Hogwarts and life had created a pattern
    of vicious pink lines that intersected and corrupted his form, though none were as
    terrible as the wound delivered by Basilisk's maw. He knew they were looking at him:
    his small, frail, body, looked even more unhealthy and weak without his clothing
    covering him up. His hand idly rubbed against his right thigh, where the evidence of
    Ripper's bite laid bare for all to see.

    "'Arry." It was only a solitary whisper, but the emotion it held was enough to
    snap Harry out of the trance he was creating.

    "Ladies and Gentlemen!" Harry shuddered at the boisterous sounds of Ludovic
    Bagman. He smiled far too much and was far too jolly for his liking. Whenever he
    spoke, the voice and screams of Lockhart echoed within his mind. "I thank you all for
    joining me, us, on this frosty February morning." His teeth were shining far too
    white for that to be natural. "The four champions have been arrayed behind me, and
    each have studied their prize from the last challenge, the Golden Egg! Creating
    screams and warbles unheard in common places, but was, in fact, a clue! This clue has
    brought them, and you, here today. For you see, the clue explains that something has
    been taken from each of them. Or, well, someone!"

    Harry froze. His brain struggled to keep up with what he had just been told, but
    eventually it caught up. All four of them stared at the man as he spoke. Someone
    asked, or demanded, who had been taken, followed by a dark scream that caused the man
    to pale. He could feel the heat begin to build up beside him from the French
    Champion, while his own magic began to pulse erratically.

    "Ah. Yes, well… Each Champion has had the person taken from them that it is
    believed would elicit the greatest response. Mister Krum has lost Zhivka Krum, his
    mother; Mister Diggory has had taken from him, his own father, Amos Diggory; Miss
    Delacour has the unfortunate task of recovering her little sister, Gabrielle
    Delacour; and our Mr Potter must seek the depths for his closest person, Miss Katie
    Bell." Harry became focused on the surface of the water, his plans accelerating
    within. "All four have only a single hour before the time expires. Now!" A large boom
    from a faraway cannon reverberated throughout the lake, causing the timid ripples to
    increase, and become a rapidly expanding force, seeking only to taunt Harry as he had
    fleeting memories of his sweet times beside this body of water.

    "Glacius!"

    The others had dived straight down, while Harry's plan was initiated. His feet
    took one step in front of the other as he ran upon the increasingly growing ice that
    rested now firmly upon the water.

    "Point Me."

    He followed the wand's course, using it as if it were a magnet. It near pulled him
    forward and to the right, passed the stands and deeper into area of the lake. The
    wood in his hand felt hot to the touch as it vibrated faster and faster, eventually
    angling downwards until it pointed directly below him.

    He began waving his wand in an intricate pattern, muttering an incantation of
    non-Latin origin. The ancient Norse words had no meaning in the present day and age;
    however, it was the only language the Kraken below could understand.

    The thickened sheets of ice began to crack as screams took to the air. One
    tentacle followed by another, and another, soared high above the Lake, while the body
    of the Giant Squid below, breached the surface. A single, enormous, eye, positioned
    itself in front of Harry, who was standing taller than he ever had before. A single,
    pleading, nod of his head was the only signal the creature needed. It began its
    descent into the murky waters as Harry grasped on to a tentacle, which wrapped itself
    around him gently.

    They had joked about using such a tactic, but Harry had built a special sort of
    friendship with the beast over the years. Being consistently outside by the Lake's
    shore with Katie, the two of them would oft bring food to gift to the Giant Squid. It
    did not take much persuasion for Harry to acquire a mode of transport to move swiftly
    through the deep. In fact, it was such a quick transition from surface to underwater,
    that he barely had time to utilise the Bubblehead Charm to be able to breathe.

    The Kraken made a groaning sound that shook Harry to the core, not too long into
    their submersion, and he felt the grip of it begin to slacken. He oriented himself as
    the pressure disappeared completely, and reflexively uttered a "Lumos" so he
    could see the area that was devoid of the fleeting sunlight far above them.

    It was quiet and held an aura of creepiness that caused a shiver to go down his
    spine that was not due to the icy cold that surrounded him. He extended the reach of
    his wandlight, creating a great stream of brightness to show what was around him.

    Mermaids and Mermen all floated aimlessly, tridents, spears, hooks, and more cruel
    shaped weapons, were raised at his person. 'They look nothing like the storybooks
    say.' The thought crossed his mind unbiddenly, as he pushed his arms in front of him
    in a short mockery of swimming, as his legs kicked behind him to propel his mass
    forward. An image of Tracey came to the forefront of his mind as he once more
    promised himself that he would buy her the best present she could ask for, for her
    assistance.

    Only a quick sixty seconds went by until he saw the four beings held to the bottom
    of the Lake by evil seeming chains. He went pale and his nerves shook. In his shock
    and stress, he saw only death before him.

    They were all of them, chalk white. Their eyes were half-lidded, and all of them
    seemed to be too corpselike for his own liking. He cast a quick 'Tempus' to
    determine that it had only been seven minutes into the full hour that had been
    allocated to this task that had passed. Tentatively, he swam closer to the group
    before him, wary of the staring Mer that surrounded the stone buildings and
    bas-reliefs that that dotted the Lake floor.

    He recognised Mr Diggory well, his glasses askew upon his face as he bobbed about
    the water in an unseen dance. The woman who must have been Viktor's mother, who held
    a rugged, Amazonian, beauty to her, seemed to be made from porcelain as she floated
    in place.

    Harry uttered "Relashio", causing the chains encapsuling his friend to
    splay outwards into a three-pronged fork of metal; he could see some Mermaids that
    had been creeping closer flit back behind a line of what must have been blue-finned
    warriors. Like a magnet reacting to its opposite pole, Katie gracefully came into
    Harry's arms, and he breathed a heavy sigh of relief that it was over.

    He raised his wand, and the Ancient Norse began to stream from his lips, though it
    was in near no time at all that he had become surrounded, with a tip of a trident
    pointed directly at his throat.

    Harry seized up, grasping tighter to his catch, spinning in a circle to avoid the
    weapons directed at him.

    "No, human. We could sense the power of the frozen devils above our sky, but in
    our home, in the bubblefields and saltless plains, such a cursed tongue will not be
    spoken." It was a large Mer that spoke, covered with battle scars and many tribal
    tattoos. "Do you understand? We have an agreement with the old one above, and his
    ministers, but this is our home. Our world. And it is our rules."

    Harry only nodded his head; his mouth was frozen shut as he stared blankly. 'What
    am I going to do now? I'm still slow at swimming, and if Hagrid is right, then
    between here and the end of the task, there would be creatures everywhere. There is
    no way that I would be able to get myself back, let alone me and Katie!'

    His brain raced as fast as it could, thankful for the charm that allowed him to
    breathe so far under the water. Minutes ticked by as he dallied away his time.

    Fifteen minutes had gone by when he felt the water displace, and a partially
    transfigured Krum accelerated in a half-shark form towards him. With a sharp bite,
    the chain restricting Mrs Krum was severed, and the prisoner was taken in hand by the
    Bulgarian Seeker. A gnashing sound emanated from the boy, and, as Harry looked at
    him, despondently, Cedric appeared close by, sending a red beam of light to release
    his father.

    "Harry!" he shouted through his own bubble. "I have no idea how you got here so
    fast, but it is definitely great to see you!"

    Harry's voice was small as he spoke to his friends. "My plan wont work. It helped
    me get here, but how to get back… Did Viktor help you get here?"

    "He tried, but only after me and Delacour got ambushed by some creatures in the
    water grasses. Drowners, Harry, and Grindylows! Maybe I would understand the latter,
    but the former! Are they trying to kill us? Krum came upon us on the way down here, I
    grabbed onto a fin, and we got away."

    "And Fleur?" his stomach filled with dread at the thoughts rushing about
    inside.

    Cedric shook his head, "Fire and water don't mix, mate. I think being under here
    for too long dampened her magic, no pun intended, and sort of, maybe, weakened her a
    little. She could barely breath when she caught up to me, and she was constantly
    shaking. Harry, if her sister is here…"

    "Did she get out?"

    "Yeah, her Headmistress jumped in. Never mind! Harry, I…"

    A trident shot out, nicking Cedric in the side, causing a stream of blood to gush
    out of him. Cedric's face contorted in pain, and he let go of his father as his hands
    attempted to stem the flow of ichor. "Gah," he spat, the bubble head charm
    dissipating through his pain. Krum took one look at the immediate threat, as the Mer
    began to close ranks around them.

    "Harry." His call was guttural, though Harry was awed as he swam in place, knowing
    the intrinsic difficulty of wandless Transfiguration of something as complex as a
    voice box in such a circumstance. "Get away from the girl! They do not like it when
    we are near her."

    "Fire and water," Harry whispered. "Ced… Viktor, she'll die down here!"

    "And so vill Cedric!" He was quick with his movements, his form bulking up to a
    grand hybrid of human and shark, his muscles bulging with the strain as he grew. With
    a strength that was greater that anything Harry could produce, he shifted his mother,
    so she rested atop his shoulder, grabbed the Diggory's, and set off at speed. "You
    need to go. I cannot take you all, and Cedric will be more worse if I do not get
    help. Good luck, Harry, and go! Go now!"

    "Viktor," he spoke to only the Merfolk that remained, stewing in their rage, "I
    can't just leave her." He faced the mass of fins and scales. "Please, let her go. She
    has done nothing to you!"

    "She is of the heat and has no water within her Mana. She is heat, those winged
    creatures who drove us from our homes so, so long ago. She stays here." The grin was
    terrifying to bear, but Harry could wait no longer. He extended his magic outwards
    and sensed the small embers deep inside the girl begin to rot away into
    nothingness.

    "I will not let her die." He moved Katie so she rested within the embrace of his
    left arm, wincing slightly at the abnormal rigidness of her head lolling about. "I
    will ask once more," he readied his wand, not thinking of the consequences in his
    desperation to help someone innocent, "Let us leave in peace."

    "You will leave in pieces, instead."

    The light blinded every being there except Harry, who had prepared himself for the
    extension of the Lumos. With a speed he did not know he had, and a strength
    he was unaware he possessed, with one fluid move, he blasted the thick chains away
    from the girl, took her into his other arm, and pushed forward.

    The enraged screams followed him as he used the ascension spell to propel himself
    into the direction of the finish line. Yet with the three magical systems being
    pulled along, and due to the nature of the spell pulling his magic along like a
    bungee cord, he began to tire quickly. The minutes were clocked, and his breathing
    was becoming ragged. He could feel the pull of the magic on his face as the bubble
    head charm began to fail. The screeches were becoming louder and louder, closer, and
    closer, until they came upon him.

    The first spear struck his cheek, slicing a thin cut as he turned his body so he
    could cover the girls with whatever part of his body he was able to. The swarm of Mer
    was only there for seconds when the inhuman screams began.

    He glared through blood-soaked lashes at the noises, hitching his breath when he
    saw what must have been the introduced Drowners begin a deadly battle with the
    Merfolk.

    He did not hesitate, choosing only to flee, fighting through the pain of a hundred
    scratches – it seemed as though they did not aim to kill, at least, not him.

    He could see the dwindling sunlight of the February morning come into view. The
    clouds were still low on the Earth, and a dull grey too. He shouted through the pain
    as he felt the water slide into his lungs, causing him to cough and splutter. His
    magic has near run dry, with the ascension spell, continuous usages of magic within
    the day, and his unconscious use of throwing his magic throughout his body to enhance
    his muscles and bones. He had become exhausted, and every movement was almost pure
    agony, yet he could not stop, for the girl, Gabrielle, was fading away to nothingness
    in his arm.

    With one final push, he became dead weight, but a last burst of magic was
    propelled out of him. Katie and Gabrielle were blurred in his vision as they breached
    the surface, himself travelling in the opposite direction, sinking back down into the
    depths, a small smile upon his face as he realised, he had saved them.

    He felt weightless as he sank. His heartbeat was dwindling into nothing as the
    blackness began to enshroud his eyes. 'What was I so afraid of?' he mused, 'This
    isn't so bad.' The oxygen in his brain was limited at present, and the hallucinations
    started with fervour.

    The claws scratched at his back, yet he felt no pain anymore. Black and red
    cocooned him in a sphere of bloodied evidence of the fractured terrors of the deep. A
    deep blue face measured only inches away from his own. Yellow fangs rested within a
    ravenous mouth. Harry tried to scream with the pain as jagged claws scraped down his
    chest, down towards his guts, leaving a hollow valley where skin had split. If he had
    been more aware, Harry could have seen the pure joy that the creature was displaying
    at the success of its catch.

    He was no longer falling now, he had been captured by a superior predator and was
    unable to escape its clutches, something he doubted he could do even if he was not so
    banged up as he had been.

    The fringes of his sight became attracted to something, however, that he could not
    quite believe, when the shimmering sky, visible beyond the growing numbers of
    Necrophages, exploded with pressure, with two forms breaching it and headed towards
    him.

    The water began to boil, searing his skin, and eliciting a sharp hiss of pain. The
    Drowners swam in all directions, inhuman and guttural noises vibrating the water into
    a cacophony of misery. He felt himself being pulled upwards – faster and faster – a
    rattling gasp coming from his tired throat when the cold, winter, bite of air struck
    him suddenly.

    "Quick, get him over here!"

    He tried to look at where the distinct words had come from, but he could not make
    it.

    "Merde, we need to get 'im on to dry land."

    "I got it… I got 'im. Just focus on making sure we aren't followed."

    Two female voices. He recognised them both, but he did not know how.

    "Madame!"

    "Get 'im up 'ere! Dumblydoor, your medic!"

    In and out of consciousness he went, slipping closer and closer to a desperate
    end. Suddenly, he was warm, and he felt a burst of energy erupt from his core. He
    shot up, knocking painfully into a figure who leaped backwards and away from him as
    he coughed out a concoction of water and blood and bile.

    "Harry!" A force struck him bodily. Black hair covered his sight and warm lips
    pressed against his cheek, while salty tears dripped onto his collarbone. "You
    stupid, stupid, stupid boy!"

    "Katie?" he whispered. "You're okay."

    "Of course Im okay, you fool." She pulled back, and he could see the redness of
    her eyes and shredded lips and deep gouge marks in her cheeks. "You have no idea what
    you just put me through."

    She was gripping his arms tightly, but Harry was happy for different reasons. That
    Katie was safe was one of them, another being that it felt good to feel something
    other than numbness.

    "Was it you who…?"

    "Not just me. As soon as we saw what happened," the noise of the others were
    distant rumbles as he focused upon Katie, "everyone went silent. I came out of the
    water, and there was so much cheering and noise, but it wasn't you who was coming out
    with me, it was that blonde girl. Then… the water turned red. It was so red." Her
    voice cracked as she uttered the last few words. "Cedric and Krum, the both of them,
    were so tired and they said what had happened down there. And Fleur. She was
    screaming and crying, all of them knew what was going to happen to her sister, she
    wouldn't stop saying that we had nearly killed her.

    "Then someone asked where you were, and Fleur just stood up, looking into the
    Lake. Then she just, sort of, jumped straight in. she must have seen the water," she
    paused for a long while. "Harry, I thought you had left me. I believe you were gone.
    But then, I realised my inner Gryffindor, and I jumped in after her."

    "You both saved me."

    "And I would do eet again, 'Arry." The French Champion looked terrible, but
    nothing compared to the little girl who was clinging to her with what appeared to be
    all of her strength. She gently nudged Katie aside, much to her chagrin, and placed
    her hands lightly under his jaw, her fingers splayed as her thumbs stroked his cheeks
    in wonder. "You saved my seester. You saved 'er life. Veela are not meant for water,"
    she spat the last part out quickly, changing her tone back to the soft one she began
    with when Harry flinched in response. "The fire eenside of us burns bright. Too
    bright for ze Mer 'oo leeve below. Ze beests 'oo are down zer, zey would 'ave keeled
    'er, and me, eef you 'ad not 'elped. You reesked everyzing." One kiss touched his
    right cheek. "And you 'ave no idea 'ow much I zank you for eet." A second kiss
    touched his left cheek. A final one landed upon his forehead, lingering there for
    what seemed like an eternity, while Harry blushed a burning red.

    "Merci," Gabrielle whispered from behind her sister. Harry smiled at her, causing
    her to stutter out sentences in French that he could not keep up with.

    Fleur let out a throaty laugh. "Eet seems she eez quite taken with 'er saviour."
    She stood up, holding out a hand, which Harry took, along with Katie's, and allowed
    the two girls to pull him on to his feet. He suddenly fell into Katie, as he remained
    unsteady, and looked between the two of them. "Your 'Eeler eez very good, but I zink
    you need a lot more rest. Zey 'ave zaid you 'ave used a lot of magic in ze task. Eet
    waz lucky zat ze wounds were not deep."

    He looked at her through slowly drooping eyelids. The shining blue, one piece
    swimsuit was in near tatters, and there was evidence of rapidly healing scratches and
    massive bruising across her body. She pulled tightly at the thick, towelled, robe as
    she noticed his concern.

    She shook her head, and looked with some exasperation at Katie, who simply
    chuckled as Harry began to drift off into Morpheus' embrace where he stood. Katie
    whispered soothing words into his ear, which was overturned by the booming, rage
    filled, sound, of Albus Dumbledore.

    Harry's eyes shot open as a dense aura of magic became visible; Albus Dumbledore's
    magic shone a great, fiery, red, as she growled at the Merfolk whose heads were bowed
    as they were being reprimanded. The water rippled and the earth shook at the pure
    intensity of the man's anger, and Harry was shown for the first, true time, why the
    man was considered a living legend.

    "Albus, I think you've scared them enough," Crouch shouted at him, though a stern
    frown was all Harry could see from the short distance he was away from him.

    Harry couldn't hear what Dumbledore said, but the pressure vanished as quickly as
    it came, and nodded his head at Harry, concern striking his features as he took him
    in. The Headmaster made towards him, as if to say something, but then stopped just as
    suddenly. The old man wiped single finger underneath his eye, made a coughing sound,
    and turned and walked towards the judge's table.

    Harry did not care for the points here. He just wanted a nice, steaming, cup of
    strong tea, and a nice comfy bed.

    "Everyone, listen up," Ludo Bagman's voice was increased by the magic of the spell
    he had just performed, allowing everyone to hear his words clearly. "The judges have
    deliberated and come to the conclusion of which Champion is to be allocated what
    points. Albus Dumbledore, Headmaster of Hogwarts. Olympe Maxime, Headmistress of
    Beauxbatons. Igor Karkaroff, High Master of Durmstrang. Garnet Alexandros, Ambassador
    for Greece. And finally, Han Jee-Han, Head of the South Korean Research and
    Development Group. Judges, what is your decision?"

    The five of them talked in hushed tones, in some cases it became heated as they
    deliberated the outcome of the Second Task.

    With a cough, Madame Maxime rose to her great height to speak first. "Az she 'as
    not been able to compleete 'er task, though fighting bravely through the water
    feelds, battling een conditions not suitable for 'oo she eez. We geeve Fleur
    Delacour, thirty-two points.

    The girl was crying, though it did not appear from the results. She was gripping
    her sister as if she would disappear if she let go, but all Harry could feel, other
    than Katie's arms wrapped around him from behind, holding him just as tight, was her
    hand in his.

    Karkaroff stood next. "For a splendid display of magic, rescuing his captive, and
    bringing two more to the surface as well as his own, we give Viktor Krum the full
    fifty points available."

    There was a roar of approval from all schools at this. Apparently, the Merfolk had
    relayed to Crouch and Dumbledore exactly what had happened in their home and the rest
    of the Lake, and this was enough to influence their final decision.

    Albus Dumbledore was the next one to speak. He raised his hands high, then lowered
    them slowly, which caused the noise to die down to near nothing. "Cedric Diggory, for
    combating the beasts of the Lake, making your way to rescue your own hostage, and
    attempting save another, who was at grave risk, and therefore being unjustly wounded,
    even if you managed not to save them, we grant you thirty-nine points."

    Dumbledore sat down, gesturing to the Greek representative, who then spoke is a
    lilting Greek accent, but with heavy English undertones. "It has been a long time
    since I have laid eyes upon the Black Lake of Hogwarts, of which I was not expecting
    to turn crimson upon this day. Harry Potter. You have shown a courage, a bravery,
    today, which I have not seen in my whole life. For someone to be able to witness such
    powerful displays of magic, then to hear the tales of what occurred down there." The
    black-haired woman shook her head mournfully. "You rescued not only your own, but a
    child who by all rights, should not have been down there." Her eyes darkened as she
    turned her eyes briefly towards Crouch, who stood at attention with a neutral visage.
    "Though we wished, as a majority, to award you the full marks available, those among
    us acknowledged the fact that you were saved by outside sources. Yet these people
    were part of the task itself, allowing us to grant you a high total of forty-six
    points."

    The air split with the raucous display of energy. The crowd burst into song and
    shouts.

    Bartemius Crouch cleared his throat, with his wand to his throat. "This concludes
    the Second Task. Time will wait for the Third Task to reveal itself, yet until then,
    all may disperse. Champions and hostages, I would advise seeking medical
    consultation. Farewell."

    Madame Pomfrey was quick on the mark, rushing to all four of the participants, as
    well as the ones they were sent to rescue. "Hospital Wing! Now! Don't you 'yes woman'
    me, Mr Diggory. You may not be a student here, but my rules are to be followed in
    relation to your health, do you understand me?"

    Harry, Katie, and Fleur looked at each other tiredly, but burst into laughter at
    the simple absurdity of it all.

    Katie pecked the top of his head, nuzzling her chin into his thick hair with
    practiced precision. "We better do what she says, right, Harry?"

    "Your 'eeler is quite a woman," Fleur said with some respect. "But your friend eez
    right, 'Arry. Laisse-nous partir?"

    Harry agreed with all three statements, and, after Fleur had secured Gabrielle by
    her side, the group made their way slowly to some Thestral drawn carriages to assist
    them back to the castle for some rest and recouperation.
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    Harry remained in the Hospital Wing for four days, with each one becoming more
    unbearable than the last. The constant boredom and overbearingness of the Medical
    Matron was enough to drive even the most patient up the wall, though Harry simply
    laid in his bed and bared with it.

    Cedric and Viktor remained only twenty-four hours alongside him, though Fleur and
    Gabrielle had to remain due to something akin to an allergic reaction from the
    ambient Water-Based Magic they had been submerged in for so long. Pomfrey had seen
    enough of Katie worrying over her (favourite) patient far too many times to refuse
    her stay alongside him, so she had set up a bed next to Harry's for the remainder of
    his stay with her. Gabrielle left not too long into the second day, as she was not
    meant to remain at Hogwarts, and was, when she was stated fit for travel, allowed to
    floo home with support from a Beauxbatons Professor.

    It was on the third day that Madame Pomfrey relented, and finally allowed visitors
    to come in to see them all. Fred and George were the first, being the only one's
    brave (foolish) to abandon Flitwick's lesson to come see their favourite Potter –
    Filius Flitwick would claim later that he "had no idea that the two troublemakers had
    even disappeared from his class".

    They were boisterous in their approach, both sporting large, mischievous, grins
    upon their faces when they entered and saw the littlest Delacour perched at the end
    of Harry's bed, talking his ear off in rapid French.

    Katie was sat on the bed opposite the end of Harry's, arms folded as she tried,
    and failed, to stop herself from chuckling quietly, an action that Fleur, whose bed
    she was sat on, was mimicking poorly.

    "Well, Harrikins," began Fred.

    "I see your legend spreads even further," George took over from his brother.

    "Would this mean that?"

    "You have become some sort of fairy tale Prince Charming?"

    The duo laughed at Harry's reddening face but softened when he eventually smiled
    and greeted them.

    "Don't think that Hedwig quite knew where you were, Harrikins."

    George elbowed his brother, silently communicating with him to remind him that
    Harry's owl meant a great deal to the boy. "Not to worry though, we fed her plenty of
    bacon, just how she likes it. She was circling the Hall for ages before we coaxed her
    down. You got a hefty letter here. Might be a friendly one."

    "From our experience, anything that isn't red and explody in letter form, is
    usually not something you'd enjoy reading."

    "It is either Sirius or Dora." Harry went silent and thought for a moment. "I'm
    going to say Dora." He unsealed the envelope, drawing out the letter within. "Yeah,
    this handwriting's Dora's."

    Fred bounced over to the bed, revealing his signature smirk as he did. "Someone
    like Tonks fawning over you? Harry, my friend, I wouldn't say you had it that
    bad."

    "Was Hedwig okay?" he asked, trying to steer the conversation away from Dora and
    her potential written wrath. "Her guidance sense has never really been the same since
    the start of last year. Miss Eilhart tried her best, but she said there would be
    issues after."

    She had said more than that and had explained in full exactly the problems that
    Hedwig would have from that point, but Harry was adamant that he did not wish for
    another owl. His heated defence of Hedwig had drawn a bright smile from the woman,
    which had shocked Tom the Barman when Harry told him about it.

    "Hedwig was fine," George answered for them, quirking his lip ever so slightly at
    the uncomfortableness that Harry was exuding. Harry could see the two female faces
    staring at him – both were looking at him intently, though pretending not to. "Angie
    took her personally back to the owlery, and Fay told Hagrid about her confusion, so
    he said he was going to have a little look and apparently ask some people some
    questions"

    "Thank you, but if Miss Eilhart couldn't help, I don't know who else can."

    Harry must have looked how he felt, because Katie was over by his side in a flash.
    He saw her glare at the twins for a split second, before intertwining her hands with
    his own. He saw her look triumphant for the briefest of moments, but then turned to
    face him. "It's okay, Harry. We know that Hedwig is perfect the way she is."

    "Zat owl is beautiful. You are right, Katie."

    "Thank you, Fleur," she said with a forced-looking smile.

    "Aaaaannnyway," intoned George, Fred chuckling alongside him. "We can go if you
    want, but we wanted to see how you were doing,"

    "You really fucking scared us, mate."

    Harry had never head either of them swear before, so Harry was a bit more alert
    while they spoke. "Guys…"

    The two of them sat on Katie's bed at the soft look they were getting from Harry,
    and the hidden, intense, look from Katie herself, whilst mouthing 'sit down'.

    Harry grinned bashfully, bringing the duo into a casual conversation, wishing for
    a sense of normality, with the only differences to normal being that the look and
    smell of the hospital was not the same as the comfort of the Common Room.

    Fred and George were still in the room, causing raucous laughter with all
    involved, when Angelina and Alicia arrived.

    "Ali, Angie! Troublemakers, are we? Never thought to see the two of you bunk off,"
    laughed Fred, still finding his brother's joke at the forefront of his mind.

    "Don't call me Angie, numbskull. Besides, lessons are over. Flitwick says that
    neither of you will be getting detention for not turning up but wants a whole load of
    work done for him."

    "Urk," the two made the noise in unison.

    Alicia stepped towards Harry, bending down slightly to give him a tight hug. "How
    are you doing?" Quieter, she whispered in his ear, "You may want to let me stay
    between you and Angelina. I can't remember the last time I ever saw her so angry, so
    I would prepare for a telling off if I were you."

    "I think Dora is ahead of you there," he grumbled, though good-naturedly. "I've
    had a look through the letter she has sent me. I don't think she's very happy with
    me."

    "Is she your sister or you mother?" she could not keep the humour out of her
    question.

    Harry simply smiled in response.

    "And what are you smiling at, brat?"

    His face went taut, quickly realising that the instinctive response was not
    needed, and relaxed as he saw the concern oozing from his friend. "I'm just happy to
    see you, Angie."

    Angelina had always been a bit of a hot-headed character ever since Harry had
    first met her. If he were to liken her to someone else, he would make a comparison
    with Hermione Granger, though a whole lot more charismatic and sociable. This
    behaviour would usually boil down to a desire to be the best one in the room, where
    she always felt like she had something to prove. That would then transpose to a
    frighteningly bossy attitude, that Harry was happy he never really had directed at
    him. Until now, that was. However, Harry was a soft spot for most Gryffindor's, and
    Angelina Johnson was not an exception to the rule.

    The girl sighed and shook her head with exasperation. "What am I going to do with
    you? Katie! You need to keep a better hold on your man, he's likely to kill himself
    by the end of the year without you holding his hand."

    The Weasley's snorted at the truth of the matter, while Harry bowed his head. "It
    isn't like I go looking for trouble."

    Alicia snorted in an amused manner. "Harry, to quote a Muggle phrase. You are a
    shit magnet."

    "Harsh," he winced, "But I suppose that is fair."

    A light peal of laughter came from the other side of the room, and a suddenly
    red-faced Angelina turned sharply to glare at the French Champion.

    "And what the hell are you laughing at, bitch?"

    "Excusez-moi?"

    "Excusez-moi? Is that all you have to say." She sliced her hand through
    the air with rage, interrupting Fleur's response. "You have spent, every single day
    since you arrived here, doing nothing but offend and demean. Not just Hogwarts
    itself, but Harry. Harry, who has been nothing but polite and courteous to all of
    you. You think we haven't heard what has been said, what you have said?"

    "But I…"

    "No. No, no, no." Harry wanted to interrupt, but Alicia, who had a hand on his
    shoulder and a frown on her face, was shaking her head at him, pleading with her eyes
    to get him to keep quiet. "You do not get to defend yourself. You have been nothing
    more than a selfish cow, who has been bitter and vile. And now what? You think you
    can just be all 'pals' with Harry because he helped out your sister? Don't make me
    laugh."

    Angelina turned around, ignorant to the silence that smothered the room. "I think
    that was too far, Angie."

    "No, Harry, I don't think it was."

    "Fleur didn't deserve that," he said back to her.

    Angelina shrugged her shoulders at his rebuttal. "Maybe, or maybe not. I have made
    my feelings known on the matter, and that's it." She sat down on the other side of
    his bed, ignoring the intense stare from her friends. "You are far, far, too lenient,
    Harry. You have a pure heart, but that leads to naivety way beyond something I can
    agree with."

    Harry sighed, knowing that no matter what he wanted to say, it would not sway his
    friend, so he instead resorted to an apologetic look over to Fleur, who was staring
    down at her lap while nodding along to Katie's hushed words.

    Fleur was still quiet later that evening, not looking in his direction a single
    time, even when Katie had been ordered by Professor McGonagall to return to her
    dormitory, albeit with a ghost of a smile as she told her to go.

    Though, as Katie left, and the heavy double doors closed, two figures appeared out
    of thin air, causing both Harry and Fleur to jump in place.

    "Nev! Fay! Hang on, is that my cloak?"

    "Haha," Neville chuckled awkwardly, "Well, you see, we really wanted to come check
    on you, but apparently there were too many visitors."

    "Please don't be angry with us, Harry. We would never use it normally, and it
    isn't like we could ask for permission. This is the only time we've used it, and we
    really, really, wanted to come down to see you."

    "Guys, I'm not angry." He was not feeling that way either. His two best friends
    had come to see him in the dead of night, risking punishment from the teachers, just
    so they could see him. He was more touched than any other emotion. He spared a single
    glance at Fleur, whose eye he could see shimmering in the fading light directed at
    the trio with what appeared to be curiosity.

    They sat there, talking in hushed voices so as not to alert any passers-by of
    their presence there, for what seemed like hours. All three relishing in the time
    they were spending together without the fear of the impending Tasks dooming their
    peaceful unity.

    "Did Fred talk to you?" Fay mumbled sleepily. "I don't think he's shut up about
    you riding the Squid down to the bottom of the Lake since we saw it happen."

    "I never thought you would actually do it, Harry. Madness and brilliance, just
    like Professor Dumbledore says."

    "Katie and I have always gotten along with the Kraken. Whenever we go out to the
    lakeside, we always bring food for it. One day we tried to teach it noughts and
    crosses. I mean, it lost every game, but it kept playing with us." Harry remembered a
    time too, when the Squid would play a game on Katie, that had Harry in stiches,
    whereby it would lightly tap a tentacle on her shoulder, then quickly duck back
    underwater. The dam eventually burst after a couple of minutes, which had Harry near
    rolling around the floor in laughter, especially when two tentacles rose high into
    the air and waved at them both. "So, I thought it would work. I need to thank Tracey
    as well, for helping me learn to swim."

    "That girl's been gloating all day," Fay sighed. "Keeps smirking at everyone, only
    told Malfoy why apparently, after he asked her at breakfast. Don't quite know what
    happened after, but the rumours say that Lilith Moon has got a quick draw, Malfoy
    won't look at Davis without shivering, and Greengrass is having to go to get a new
    wand."

    "Another day in Slytherin," quipped Neville.

    "Or Hogwarts." Harry paused, before all three of them burst into a choir of
    giggles.

    
    11111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111

    Fleur knew that she was not the most friendly or approachable of people in the
    world. She could be horrible, bitchy, and vicious, and sometimes that reflected on
    her actions to people she interacted with on a day-to-day basis.

    As she lay on her bed in Hogwarts Hospital Wing, she raced through her memories of
    every interaction she had ever had with Harry Potter. 'Even when I was civil, had I
    ever been nice, friendly, or someone decent?' The answer was no. Even if Harry had
    not picked up on her tone of voice, she still came across as belligerent and
    obnoxious in their limited conversations. Her apology towards him, after she had
    witnessed his friend kiss him, was not the most heartfelt of sorrys that had ever
    been spoken before, and all this combining was causing an awful feeling in her
    gut.

    She turned to lie on her back, propping herself up on her elbows as she looked
    over to the boy opposite her. That brave, charming, stupid, stupid boy. The one who
    had thought nothing of his own safety as he brought her beloved little sister from
    the brink of annihilation and back to her arms. He had known, as well, the issues of
    Veela and Aqua Magic, which the Black Lake was teeming with. The creatures within had
    near killed her, and him, just to protect one little girl who meant nothing to his
    life. Everything she had ever thought about him, talked about him, and said to him,
    was nothing more than a fiction at this point.

    When she and Gabrielle first had time alone, the girl would not stop talking about
    how brave her prince of a saviour was, and her girlish wonder only made Fleur die
    further inside. The girl was enamoured with him, and during her stay, would not stop
    pestering him the majority of the time. 'He's a brilliant big brother!' she had
    whispered to Fleur, 'He reminds me of you.'

    It made Fleur's heart melt when she saw how kind he was being with her, although
    her mind betrayed her. 'No one can naturally be that gentle and that sweet. There has
    to be a flaw.' But there was not a single one to be found. At least, not one that she
    could identify as a negative.

    "'Arry, are you awake?" she whispered across to him.

    "Fleur? What is it?"

    She threw back the covers of her bed, taking her wand from the table and lighting
    the tip of it to guide her over cleanly. She pulled a chair over so she could seat
    herself next to the bed, as Harry sat up with his back against his pillow.

    "Deed you know, zat when I first met you, I zought you were a leetle brat? Zomeone
    'oo deed not deserve my time?" Harry remained silent, and the strength of his stare
    almost made her stop in her tracks. 'No, I have to keep going.' "Zen, I 'eard all
    zeese stories about you. Zey told me zat you 'ad done ziz and zat, and 'ow much of a
    liar you were. Zat you took credit for all zese zings zat ozzers 'ad done. Zat you
    were a coward and a failure.

    "I 'ad known your story, all boys and girls everywhere know 'oo you are. Zen zere
    was ze Quidditch… zo many people zought zat you were eezer an 'ero or a fraud. I was
    ze one of the last."

    "Why are you telling me this?"

    "Because I was wrong." She saw his look of surprise, and a fleeting glimpse of
    what she believed to be gratitude shine down upon her. "I was wrong about zo many
    zings. But none of zem 'ave 'urt my 'eart as much as what I 'ave done to you. I was
    zo wrong and ze guilt of 'ow I 'ave acted tears me up eenside. I 'ave said zat I
    apologise, but now… now I truly mean eet. I am zo, zo, zo, zorry. I understand eef
    you 'ate me, and eef you never wish to see me again. But after you saved my seester…
    After you saver 'er at what could 'ave been lost… I was zo wrong. I do not deserve to
    be forgiven, but I…"

    "I forgive you, Fleur."

    He meant it too. She could see the kindness in his eyes, the true purity of who he
    was, hidden poorly behind a beautiful colour of green. She looked deep within him,
    releasing her Veela Aura tentatively, trying to get a small feel of his magic and
    intention, just to be sure.

    She gasped audibly, noticing how there was no reaction from him, not a single part
    of his body or magic was reacting to her power. But she could sense it, the emotions,
    the feelings of the boy who was in front of her, and she was awed by it.

    'This. Is this what they see when they are around him? Is this what that girl sees
    when she looks at him? How could I have been so blind?'

    "Zank you." It was inaudible, throaty, and choked with emotion. "I don't know 'ow
    I can ever repay you for everyzing you 'ave done. Not just forgiving, but for saving
    my seester."

    "You don't need to do anything."

    She could see his hand atop the sheets, and for a fleeting moment she desired to
    grab it, hold it in her own hand, and not let go. She threw off the urge quickly,
    thinking to herself with humour, 'I wonder if that was his own type of aura?'

    "Do you know anyzing about Veela, 'Arry?"

    He shook his head in denial, "I am afraid not. I know little bits, bolstered by
    Viktor's knowledge, but no, I can't say I do."

    "I zought not." She sighed deeply, knowing that maybe, if she got this off her
    chest, Harry may understand why she had been the way she portrayed herself. She knew
    that he had forgiven her, but still, she wished to assuage the sundering of her
    heart. "Veela are not beings of lust or love, like zo many zay. We exist as beings of
    passion, ze fire of our magic eez ze burning of zat passion."

    "Then why do people react like they do?"

    "Because zey cannot control zere passions. Zey do not 'ave ze will een zere 'earts
    to resist eet. Zey look at us as ze target of zere passion, and zo we get ze full
    force of zere wants." She let out a solitary laugh, closing her eyes briefly, then
    opened them to stare directly at him. "You 'ave a will stronger zan zo many I 'ave
    seen. 'Arry, Dark Magic eez created by what eez known as ze Seven Seens. Each Seen
    eez somezing zat we, as beings zat 'ave such power, must try to stop in our own
    'earts. Ozzerwise we weel be, what eez ze word?"

    "Overwhelmed?"

    "Oui, overwhelmed, by ze world. Wrath, lust, envy, gluttony, greed, sloth, and
    pride. We fight zese zings every time we use magic, even eef we do not know eet.
    Veela bring ze passions of men, and zey show us zere Seen zo we judge zem for eet.
    You… your Seen is zo weak, and your will is so strong. I did not zink I could ever
    zee zomeone like you, but 'ere I am.

    "I 'ave been 'urt, 'Arry, by boys and men, who I zought were true, but 'ave been,
    overwhelmed, as you zay, by zere passions. I 'ave become strong because of eet, but
    'orrible, too. I know eet eez not enough for excuses, but I zought you should know
    why Veela act like we do. Why I act like I do."

    "I'm sorry."

    "Why are you zaying sorry for?" she asked, bewildered.

    "Because I can't imagine what it must have been like, living your life. Viktor's
    cousin married a Veela, and Viktor told me about it. How men act disgusting around
    you, while women end up jealous and spiteful. If I ever said or did anything that
    made you feel bad, then, I'm sorry."

    "You idiot," she said softly. "You 'ave done nozzing wrong."

    "Fleur?"

    "Oui, 'Arry?"

    "Are we friends now?"

    She could not bear to match his hopeful gaze, knowing that just the look would
    overpower her completely. "Of course we are." That was it for her now. "Why would I
    ever turn zat offer down?"

    His smile was radiant, and she giggled louder than she intended when his arms
    hurriedly brought themselves around her in a brief hug, which she willingly
    reciprocated.

    'How could I ever have been so stupid as to despise this boy? He is too precious
    for this life.'

    She made a promise to herself in that moment.

    Fleur Delacour would never again see to it that she would be the cause of pain for
    Harry Potter, and that her heart would never again stray from her true self, as it
    was no longer hers to keep locked away.

    Author's Notes

    So I'm responding to a review that I received, questioning why Harry's
    whole 'personality' changed in Second Year regarding the Chamber incident, and it is
    indeed a good point well made. Why did it change? For starters, life is not always on
    a set path – canon Chamber still needed to 'sort' of happen, and Harry's life is
    anything but normal. Ron and Hermione were hidden characters at the time, and because
    I did not focus upon them, they were blank canvas' who could be moulded into acting
    how I made them while still retaining measures of their canon selves. I believe
    wholeheartedly that without Harry's influence, the two of them would have been minor
    villain pieces rather than the side-by-side heroes they are in the books. And
    returning to life not being on a set path, George Martin does it best by introducing
    the randomness of the world amidst the chaotic nature of existence. Sometimes a
    spanner is thrown into the works and what would be seen as 'random' or 'improbable'
    by the very nature of how the universe is, is in fact something well within the
    realms of possibility. And if the complaint is about how Harry acted in that, and
    other, situations, then I have two answers. Number 1, other than this being fiction
    and a fanfiction at that, I return to the randomness of the world. Harry was not
    really acting with precision in the situations that evolve, and instead he goes into
    fight or flight subconsciously. The second is that with the trauma of his history,
    followed up with his continuing advancement of his life improving, connected too by
    the fact that he is experiencing the overwhelmingness of magic being still new in his
    life, as well as going through puberty, his mind is not the most stable of places. I
    hope that this clears some things up for you, and others who have been reading and
    are confused still.

    Also, thinking about it, I have decided to change the way I will be
    writing the story. The plan I have already created for the whole fic – distracting
    myself for a moment, each element of the story has already been pre-planned since
    before I even started typing a single word of chapter one, what I write is just that
    all fleshed out. I also means that I have the ending of this fic all planned out as
    well.

    Anyway, I digress, I plan to change the way I write, and it will hopefully
    be for the better. Prior to this, apart from the brief hiatus, I wrote and put out
    chapters because I felt like I had to, almost for the sake of it. However, some days
    I just don't feel like writing. Like this chapter, where I did not want to write for
    ages just because I did not feel like it. If I had typed the story at that time, it
    would come out sub-par, and not very good at all. This has been shown in some of my
    previous chapters already, where this has been done before. Therefore, I am only
    going to write when I feel like writing. This means that there may be longer delays
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    "Mr Potter, the process is not one that can simply be performed overnight," spoke
    McGonagall. "The path to the true transformation can take a long time, or a short
    time, but never immediately." She waved her wand, conjuring drawings of half-human,
    half-animal crossbreeds. "Only a fool of a Witch or Wizard would ever attempt to try
    to become an Animagus without thorough thought and preparation. I do, however,
    appreciate the question."

    Harry nodded his head, understanding her point. "I was just wondering is all
    Professor. Sirius and Remus have explained some things about it to me, but I wanted
    to clarify it with you first."

    "And what would a Werewolf and a failed ruffian blood-traitor know about such
    things?" Daphne Greengrass asked with a haughty smirk.

    "Well, Miss Greengrass," interrupted their professor, "Remus Lupin is a master of
    knowledge in such things, especially considering his condition; Mr Black, though a
    rogue, was skilled enough to become an Animagus without any coaching or training at
    the same age as you four." The pale skinned girl's teeth were heard clenching from
    where Harry sat next to Hermione, who was quickly taking notes. "I may have chosen
    you, and the rest, out of your year due to your skill and strengths with
    Transfiguration, yet do not believe for a second that I will not remove you from this
    discussion if I believe you to be a detriment to learning. Am I understood?"

    "Yes. Professor." Her teeth were still clenched.

    "Focus is required, Miss Greengrass," she stared at the girl with barely concealed
    disdain. "Focus I do not believe you to possess. Gather your things and leave this
    classroom. I am not loathe to admit when I am wrong."

    The girl grabbed her belongings and stormed out, though Harry swore he saw a
    wetness build in her eyes, he could not be a hundred percent sure about that.

    "Mr Potter, Miss Granger, and Miss Bones, I trust that the three of you will
    remain in good standing within this room?" The three nodded in assent, though an
    unsure Susan would glance at Harry every now and then with a clenched fist. "Is there
    a problem, Miss Bones."

    "I apologise, Professor."

    "See that your prejudices are left at the door."

    "Wait, Professor McGonagall, I don't have any- "

    "Miss Bones! Out!"

    When only the two Gryffindors were left with their teacher, Minerva McGonagall let
    out a tired sigh.

    "Professor, are you okay?"

    She gave a small smile. One which Harry knew was fake, having seen his own
    reflection at times, but chose not to dwell on it. "Of course, Mr Potter, I just
    despair with students sometimes. This is a House of learning, not squabbles among
    children.

    "Though I do believe that you surpass even your father with such matters," she
    finished with a grin.

    "My father?"

    "Oh yes," McGonagall took a seat, while Harry idly took notice of Hermione
    squirming in her chair beside him, his focus was wholly on his teacher. "James was… a
    difficult student. Incredibly skilled at the Art of Transfiguration, but difficult
    nonetheless."

    Harry could see her eyes glaze over slightly, so lost in the past that she was. He
    had only ever heard fleeting tales of James Potter, though the sting of the what-ifs
    and could-have-beens still stung him deeply. His parents could have run. Fled the
    country. Used themselves as Secret Keepers. Anything. Something more could have been
    done to keep them with him and not alone in the house he grew up in.

    A deeper part, one that wanted his father with him, was entranced. So much had
    been told to him of Lily Potter, and Sirius was loathe to tell him anything about
    James. His Godfather's demons still haunted him.

    "He was such a troublemaker, that boy was. Of course, Sirius being his closest
    friend did not assist him in any way, shape, or form. Then they became that quartet.
    Magic came naturally to your father, as it did to your mother, though Lily was the
    more academic one, a reflection I see in yourself. James… well, his was instinct and
    the way he was raised. There is some truth in Pureblood families' traditions, namely
    that of family Magick's, and the Potter's had always been strange in theirs."

    "Are you saying that the Pureblooded are correct, Professor?" asked an aghast
    Hermione.

    "You should know me better that that, Miss Granger," she snapped back. "No, I am
    saying that the older families have had centuries to develop magic unique to their
    bloodlines. Successful magic that is passed down through generations and hoarded
    jealously. The Black family encompasses Dark, hedonistic, rituals that elevate their
    bodies and minds above 'lesser folk' as they enjoy saying. The Malfoy family, for
    example, have access to a swathe of esoteric Mind Magick's that have purportedly
    granted them the wherewithal they currently possess. Miss Bones' family name is such
    for a reason, though I believe that their Necromantic days are, at least publicly,
    far behind them.

    "The Potter's, I believe were all based on empathetic, emotional magic. James
    allowed his emotions to run free, though he was always in control, which allowed him
    to perform a greater range of magic than his peers. If anything of the Potter
    Grimoire still exists, I would guarantee you would become even more of a great
    Wizard, Mr Potter."

    She took a deep breath in, exhaling slowly as she looked into the distance. "James
    was a wonderful child. So many people forget how kind and supportive he was to all he
    met. In fact, and I must demand that you tell no one of this," two nods of agreement
    followed, "he even attempted to befriend Professor Snape in their younger years."

    "But he hates my father," Harry said with some confusion. "And me," he followed,
    more quietly.

    "It is not hate," she said with little conviction, and a hint of annoyance that
    the two students could sense were not aimed at Harry. "Severus' actions at the time
    were one of petty rivalry that escalated out of control. I know not who began their
    feud, only that James and Severus had been at each other's throats since their
    younger years. You must understand that for your father, everything came naturally.
    He never needed to apply himself, as magic was simply a part of who and what he was.
    Yet above all of that, he was still one of the most friendly, approachable, slightly
    narcissistic, rambunctious troublemakers, that has ever graced the halls of
    Hogwarts.

    "Harry, I see so much of Lily within you. Others will say the same. Yet none of
    the others saw passed the pranking troublemaker your father showed the world. He was
    truly one of the sweetest boys I have ever taught. Always willing to help anyone who
    asked him of it. Of course, he developed an arrogance that I could not abide by, but
    he was so in tune with the emotions of not only he, but everyone who was around him.
    Many would decry him for how he treated some students, almost to the sense of
    bullying… though I always wondered. Could he sense the darkness that was prevalent in
    their hearts? Did he know something that he was too afraid to tell me?"

    The room went silent. It was almost haunting.

    "I wonder, though. So much I wonder." Her eyes turned towards him, piercing
    through to his soul. "I know that he loved you more than anything else in the world.
    I needed not be so attuned to emotions, to see something that affected the whole
    world with his actions."

    It was but a few short hours later that Harry found himself by the fireplace,
    nestled into a comfortable armchair, sipping away at a small cup of tea within
    Professor Flitwick's office. Said Charms Professor was sat contentedly nearby,
    chatting away merrily to a still-alert Mad-Eye Moody.

    "Minnie tells me that you could advance to Animagus training soon," the ex-Auror
    grunted out. "Takes some skill, that does."

    The gruff man had spoken in a soft tone, and his eye was fixed upon him, but none
    of this unsettled Harry. He suspected that most people tried to put on airs and
    graces whilst around the scarred and brutalised man, but Harry's responses towards
    him were natural. Professor Dumbledore had told him once that Moody was an excellent
    judge of character, though still incredibly paranoid for good reason, and for the
    experienced Professor, for him to let his guard down around him was remarkable.

    "Harry, my boy, what's wrong? You seem a little bit off today," Flitwick had
    intervened when the time of the silence had become too much for the room to bare.

    "It's nothing."

    "Potter, it isn't nothing. Now, spill." Moody's eye span around once, then focused
    back upon him.

    "Professor McGonagall talked to me about my dad." The room warmed slightly, before
    settling into a calm aura. "I just don't really know what to feel."

    Moody 'hmmed' as he sat back into his chair. "Parents aren't the be all and end
    all, Potter." A snort erupted from his mouth as he took a swig of his flask. "My
    father was a rotten bastard that showed only a false face to the world, while my
    mother was a weak woman who hid behind a cowl of strength. Though I guess I should
    thank them both, really, for preparing me for the life I had."

    "Harry, it is okay to be confused by everything, even now."

    "Professor… what was my mum really like? I hear stories about her being some kind
    of amazing paragon, but…"

    "You want to know what she really was?" Flitwick nodded in understanding. "People
    do not wish to desecrate the memories of the dead by telling their loved ones how bad
    they truly were, even going as far as telling lies to the world. True, I wonder how
    many people that everyone is told were good, kind people, are just being fed a bed of
    lies."

    "The world is a cruel place, Potter. It is good that you decide to question it."
    Another swig of the flask. "Though remember, no matter what, you are your own
    will."

    "I did not see or know of Lily other that the experiences that I had as her
    teacher. Yet this does not mean that I did not see things or hear things."

    "Professor, I don't know what to do about Sev," she said to me. I can still
    remember the frustration in her eyes. "He slips away, further and further, every
    single day that passes. I've always known that he had a love of the Dark, but I-I
    thought I could at least temper it. He isn't a bad person, and he's still my
    friend."

    "But you don't know for how much longer that will hold," I knew what she was
    saying. I had seen Severus' descent into the abstract reaches of magic. One that I
    did not like but could not dissuade him from. You know, don't you Harry? You don't
    have to answer, I'm sure that Sirius has filled you in on Severus Snape's past. I
    sigh because he was such a bright mind. But filled with petty jealousy. And rage. And
    hate. But his Envy was his catalyst to his descending to the world of shadow and
    despair.

    Your mother stood by him, until she could bare the weight of his sins no
    longer. She was loyal – her loyalty matched your own I would say – and calm, and
    caring, and so full of love.

    But love is so close to hate and can easily turn. When Severus came out of the
    hiding spot, I knew that then I had seen a Witch who should not be crossed. You want
    the truth of this, Harry? She was vengeful, and petty, and quick to anger. Loving?
    Yes, she was that and so much more. But Severus was her friend, and had been for so
    very long, that when things no longer went her way, she took it out upon him and his
    ilk.

    Severus did many horrible things to her, yet not even his actions compared to
    how she treated poor Septima.

    "Sir, I can't take it anymore. McGonagall won't do anything! I just want her
    to leave! Leave, and never come back! She makes me sick; she drives me up the wall,
    and sometimes… sometimes I wish she was never here at all."

    The two were never 'best friends' as I would define it, but they were close.
    Closer than anyone. Though I wonder sometimes if Septima's viewpoint has ever been
    skewed, however unintentionally it was, by her interactions with Lily Evans.
    Something happened in the waning time they spent here at Hogwarts. Lily, who was ever
    joined at the hip to Miss Vector, distanced herself from the poor girl. Septima was
    near inconsolable by the end, and herself, became full of rage. Though, as far as I
    am aware, she never joined the ranks of the Dark Lord, I believe she may have
    immersed herself in that world, nevertheless. She was such a shy, timid, little thing
    back then. I believe that Lily was her tether to reality, and when she vanished from
    her world, it snapped the two of them irreparably.

    I know nothing of what transpired between the two girls, yet something vicious
    emerged in Lily. Such an opposite for a girl so full of love.

    "Yo, Professor F, can I talk to you about Evans?"

    James was difficult. So very difficult to deal with. Yet, he was the one who
    stepped up in the end. Dumbledore would know the whole story, but I have so many
    students over the years come to me with issues that I try to resolve. I wish I could
    remember them as they were, your parents, but even I must admit that what became of
    them has skewed my own perception.

    "The two of them were a force to be reckoned with, Potter." Moody tipped the
    sliver flask back, allowing him to drain it of its last dregs of whatever liquid was
    inside. "The Dark Lord sent an envoy to the two of them upon their graduation day. He
    was even willing to look passed your mother's blood status so to have them both
    within his ranks. Some of the captured Death Eaters claimed he had had a moment of
    madness, but in hushed whispers.

    "They turned him down flat, but then he tried again, only this time, he sent
    Iscariot after them – one of the organisations that had allied with him in the War. I
    was not there for the fight, but it apparently ruined their Wedding Day, killed two
    attendees, and wounded four more. It's said that the Dark Lord himself had used
    ritual magic to boost their powers, and yet it still was not enough.

    "Then, the third and final time. Your father's house was obliterated. Reduced to
    nothing more than ash in the wind. He came to them, shouting words of encouragement
    to the two, and yet… they responded with spellfire and curses that we all joined
    with."

    Filius Flitwick nodded along with Alastor Moody's words. "Harry, we are not the
    lives of those who come before us. We must needs understand that those who we believe
    should be respected, should only be respected for their deeds, not who they are. Your
    mother and father were good people and loved you so much so that they gave their
    lives so you could live. Never forget their sacrifice, but do not forget to become
    you, and not a shadow of their memories."

    The lesson had barely just begun, and yet the lack of air and excess of heat was
    already causing Harry to sweat. The potion required them all to have their flames
    burn incredibly hot, and the effect of it all was causing Harry's hair to stick to
    his face. He turned to his left, seeing a flushed looking Tracey wipe her hand across
    her brow to move her locks away from her eyes. He was forced to stifle a small giggle
    when he heard her grumblings.

    Snape had been quiet as of late, though with a trained Seeker's eye, he could see
    the mask begin to fade away as it crumbled by the day. 'It won't be long now, and
    then he will be back to his old ways. I just wish he could see beyond James
    Potter.'

    The Professor's voice was always low in volume, he always managed to obtain a
    class's respect, even if they disliked him. "You have five more minutes until the end
    of the lesson. If any of you dunderheads have managed to instil even the smallest
    modicum of talent within the potion's you are brewing, then we shall see if there has
    been any success here." He swept across the room with unmatched stealth. "Such as
    here, with Mr Malfoy. His potion has already become the translucent golden-brown as
    such is required. Ten points to Slytherin, for such skill here."

    The man moved back behind his desk, the chalk upon the board rewriting with a wave
    of the Potions Master's wand. The final stages of the potion became words etched
    themselves before them.

    "We've got this, Harry," his partner whispered close to his ear, causing a shiver
    to run down his spine. "Just follow my lead, and we can get out of this lesson with
    no issue."

    He nodded his head. The stuffiness of the room was making him lightheaded and
    slightly faint, but he swallowed deeply and went about finishing the set task. He
    could see Hermione rushing around like a madwoman as she attempted to assist Neville
    with their potion, something the whole room wished for her to succeed in so that
    another Longbottom catastrophe could be avoided.

    "Oi, Potty." The voice was hushed, though by the small twitch in Snape's jaw,
    Harry knew the man was listening. "The last task is coming up. I've got a bet on with
    the rest of the House, and with my father. He seems to think you might actually
    survive, but I have already put a few gold on at least a couple of limbs gone. Heh,
    even Davis put money on it, she seems to think that you will not even complete
    whatever it is."

    A slam struck the table, making everyone jump, and causing the near-perfect potion
    to become an ugly green colour. "You know that isn't true, Malfoy."

    "Don't listen to her Potty. She knows your true colours are yellow, is that not
    right?"

    "Malfoy- "

    "You shut your mouth, Snake." Everyone in the room was listening now, and even
    Severus Snape had a look of some shock as he saw who had spoken. "Potter will not
    only finish the task, he'll win the who damn thing, so shut your slimy mouth. Potter
    could wipe the floor with the rest of them: Cedric, Fleur, Krum – it doesn't matter
    who he goes up against."

    "Well, well, well. Looks like the Weasel has become your fanboy, Potty. What sort
    of things have you been doing to get him on your side? Been paying in coin? Or is it
    something else? The Veela seems to be hanging off your arm lately, and you haven't
    even been trying anything with her. Of course, she knows what a real Wizard should be
    like, which is why she was latching on to my every word. Ah! I bet she has been
    pitying you, or maybe even teaching you how to get a Wizard of your own?"

    The House of Green laughed uproariously, with even a rare smirk planting itself on
    their Professor's face.

    Ron Weasley, who had stood up to defend his Housemate, sat down abruptly, burying
    his head in his arms as his face matched the shade of his hair.

    "Quiet." The room silenced quickly, though titters still bounced off the walls
    intermittently. "Though I am not one to… comment… on Mr Potter's proclivities, this
    is still a room of learning." He glanced at an empty hourglass sat atop his desk.
    "And would you look at that, time is up. Tut, tut. Potter and Davis. A failure once
    more it seems. Though for you to drag one of my Slytherins down with you… that will
    be twenty points from Gryffindor, and detention with me this Saturday." The
    Gryffindors almost erupted with anger. "SILENCE! I will not be shouted at by my own
    students. That will be another twenty points for such action. Potter, remain
    behind."

    Harry sat there, red-hot tears clouding his vision as the warmth of the room met
    the heat of his heart. "Professor…"

    "No, Potter, you will listen to me." A heaviness hit him as the room cooled
    instantaneously. "Albus Dumbledore and Sirius Black will not save you this time,
    Potter." The man's face did not show anger. Only his eyes revealed his hate. "For too
    long since you have stepped foot inside this castle have I allowed you to strut
    around like your father, as if you own the school. You are no Wizard. You are a
    failure who has ridden the coattails of those who are your betters. Your so called
    'skill' is nothing more than a freak of nature."

    Harry's heart bled as his mind went numb. That word. It was always that word.
    "Sir, why do you hate me?"

    He did not hear him. "Albus Dumbledore will never remove me from here. He knows
    that he cannot, for there are secrets that not even he can deem right for the light
    of day. Did you believe that I knew naught of you and that mongrel's attempts to
    displace me? He knows of my words to you here today, as it shall be I that tells him,
    as is my right as a teacher to cull the behaviour of my wayward student. Or will you
    run to Black, I presume? No, I think not. You are too proud and pompous, too good for
    the rest of us, are you not?

    "Potter. Do not disrupt my class ever again, do you hear me?"

    The pause lasted an eternity. "Yes, Professor."

    A face of victory. "Good. Get out."

    Harry ran out of the room, sprinting passed Fay and Neville who chased after him.
    He could hear the familiar braying laughter of Draco Malfoy following him as he made
    his way up the stairs and back into the castle proper.

    "'Arry?" He stopped his run, breath haggard and his face still swamped with sweat
    from the run and the Potions classroom. He felt two slender arms pull him into an
    embrace as his body felt heavy. "Eets okay, no need for hurry, non?"

    She led him into the Great Hall, where dinner was beginning to be served. He could
    see fuming Lion's faces begin to form in the minutes that followed, as his yearmates
    began to tell the tale of what occurred in the dungeons. Minerva McGonagall and
    Filius Flitwick began their own glares at the emerged Snape, while Dumbledore looked
    at the man in severe disappointment. Eventually, the Headmaster pulled Snape aside in
    what must have been a private conversation, though Harry saw him thrust his arm
    forward to a steadily paling Dumbledore's direction.

    Ludo Bagman appeared near the end of the meal, and it was then that Harry realised
    he was seated at the Ravenclaw table next to Fleur, and Katie as well who had also
    traversed House boundaries.

    "Harry, Miss Delacour, I have already spoken to Mr's Diggory and Krum. Would the
    two of you make your way down to the Quidditch Pitch as soon as possible? There is
    Tournament business we must discuss." The man clapped once, gave a wink to Harry, a
    slight bow to Fleur, and went off whistling a jaunty tune.

    Harry and Fleur looked at each other simultaneously, each cracking a small smile
    at their shared humorousness at the simplicity and pomposity of the man.

    "Shall we, 'Arry?"

    He nodded his head once, turning to Katie as he took a large gulp of water.
    "You'll be okay? Do you want me to come along?"

    "'Arry weel be een zafe 'ands wiz me, you can be sure of zat," Fleur answered for
    him.

    Harry quirked an eyebrow at the two girls' behaviour, with Katie looking slightly
    cross after Fleur's interruption. "I'll be fine, Katie, I promise."

    The girl stood up, planting a chaste kiss upon his cheek. "I'll see you later,
    then. I'll let Fay and Neville know where you are, if they don't already know –
    Bagman isn't the quietest of people after all. And mister," she poked his nose with a
    thin finger, "We will be having a chat later about a certain Professor, and what we
    can do about it. Honestly, it almost terrifies me that such a person can get away
    with everything that he does, and still not be thrown out."

    "Katie," Harry pulled her into a tight hug, "Okay."

    "Good." She looked almost triumphant. "Now, get going, and don't be too late."

    The two Champions turned as one, walking side by side out of the Great Hall, with
    only the breeze taking their words away with them. They settled into an easier
    conversation than they had been enduring during dinner, as the worry and stress began
    to ebb away into the realms of Mnemosyne.

    "I deed not like zis land when I first came 'ere, you know?" Harry was looking
    down at the path before him, feeling as if a weight had been lifted as the Quidditch
    Pitch came closer and closer into his view. "Zis country, zis place… eet meant
    nozzing to me. All we are taught eez about ze 'Eengleesh Barbarians'. 'Zey are rude
    and 'orrible.' Only ever told zo many zings."

    "And. What do you think now?"

    "I zink… I zink zat maybe not all are as bad as we are told."

    They kept their steady pace, but Harry turned his head slightly, catching Fleur
    mimicking his action. A sly look shone from her eyes, while a wicked smirk
    reminiscent of the Weasley Twins parted slightly to reveal the tip of her tongue
    poking out slightly in her teasing way.

    "First, I probably wouldn't refer to everyone here as 'English'. Hogwarts has
    loads of students from all over the place. England, Scotland, Wales, Northern
    Ireland, their sister republic, the Channel Islands. There are a few from further
    afield too. Like Belgium, Iceland, and a couple from Portugal." He giggled slightly
    at her huff of mock annoyance. "And anyway, I think I might have grown on you."

    "Hmm, do not tell anyone, zo. Eet might ruin my reputation."

    Their laughter danced around them, and Harry no longer remembered the misery of
    before, as it vanished into nothingness.

    Krum shouted to them as they made it through the Arena walkway and into what was
    once Charmed grass, set to remain ever perfect. "Harry. Do you see how they have made
    this place?"

    "It does seem a bit… bumpy," he replied.

    "It is more than that!" grunted Viktor. "They have ruined it!"

    "Now, now, boys," Bagman paused in his speech. "And lady." A wide, caricaturised
    smile plastered itself upon him as if he were the Cheshire Cat. "Now- gather round
    you four, gather round!"

    The four Champions made their way to what was once the edge of the Quidditch
    Pitch. Harry felt a slight graze of Fleur's hand glide across the back of his own. He
    did not need to turn to look at her to know she was smiling. "Your pitch looks
    better, non?"

    "Better?" Cedric and Krum shouted in unison.

    Bagman had heard their interaction, as he let out a full, belly-laugh. "Come now,
    children, Hogwarts's precious pitch will be as right as rain by the time the season
    reopens in September – we can have Diggory and Potter duelling in the air once more
    without refrain soon enough. For now, we have to wait for Barty to come on over as
    well. He should only be a few minutes."

    The five who stood there, remained in silence, each contemplating the meaning
    behind this; a wonder was forming of what the significance of what they saw actually
    was.

    "Do you think you will go back to Quidditch? After the Tournament is over?"

    Harry thought over Krum's question. He had been given leave for the year from his
    team, as the owner and manager both believed that he should focus on trying to
    survive the coming storm. "Probably. I love being in the sky, and I really do enjoy
    Quidditch."

    "But?"

    "But I have too much to do. Too much I want to do. I think I'll do it for a while,
    after this, I mean. Long enough to best you in a rematch."

    "Ah, Barty! Good to see you, my man"

    "Yes, yes. Let us get this over with. Though I do not know why I must be here,
    seeing as how it will be you that takes over the speech."

    "It's just how it is to be done!" His grin was almost infectious, and Harry could
    not help himself as his lips twitched upwards. The man may be as subtle as a raging
    hippo, but he had a strange sort of innocent charisma about him. "But yes, everybody,
    gather round, gather round." He waited for the group to come slightly closer, and his
    beaming grin faded a little as everybody was still spaced about. "No matter. Now,
    what do we think this is, do I wonder?"

    "It's a maze," Krum provided.

    "Exactly. A maze. But it will be more than that, in the end. For the maze will be
    of the Green. All Professors of Hogwarts shall provide certain… obstacles that shall
    be reflected upon their professions within said maze. Pomona has provided the maze
    itself. A living, breathing, wonder of nature. It shall be bolstered and moved
    further into the realms of magicka by our resident Potions master, and granted
    greater power by magics combined by Runes, Arithmancy, and Astronomical avenues.

    "There shall be charms and transfigurations aplenty, and dangers wrought with
    the," Bagman's voice dropped in an attempt to induce suspense. "Dark Arts. And,
    finally, of course, there shall be beasts and ghouls rampaging throughout, helpfully
    supplied by Rubeus Hagrid. The three schools shall cooperate on this matter, so as
    not to create a form of bias."

    "Ludovic. I believe that is enough time. I have to return to the office, and you
    are the one holding on to Dumbledore's created Portkey. So, hurry it up."

    "Oh, Barty," Bagman shouted, "Why must you always try to drain the fun out of
    things." When the man simply grunted in reply and took out a pocket watch, Ludo
    Bagman simply sighed. "Fine, fine. I myself intend to sample some of Rosmerta's
    brews. So, take the damn Portkey." Crouch took the proffered item, and without even a
    'farewell', turned his back and left to go wherever it was he intended to.

    "Do we still need to be here, sir?" Cedric asked with slight impatience.

    "Oh, no. Not at all! You four may continue with your day. Though… Mr Potter, do
    you mind if we have a little chat? Nothing insidious, trust me! I only want to talk
    and reminisce about my old Quidditch days."

    Harry looked over to Viktor in an almost pleading way, only to receive a slight
    grin and a shake of his head.

    "Come now, Mr Potter. We can walk and talk."

    Harry bid his goodbyes to the trio, Fleur sending a quizzical look that ceased
    when Harry sent her a small smile and a subtle wave of his hand. As they drifted from
    sight, Harry and Ludovic Bagman began walking as a pair towards the direction of the
    School Gates.

    "Well now, Mr Potter, to think that you would make it this far. Astounding if you
    ask me." Harry remained silent as a shyness came to him suddenly. "To think that this
    all began some months ago when you put your name into the Cup."

    "But sir, I didn't do that."

    The man ignored his response. "Old Barty told me from the start, 'Ludovic, that
    boy will make it to the finale, you can be sure of that'. Didn't believe him at the
    beginning, but, well, guess I was wrong on that wasn't I?" The man's laugh was
    annoying, but Harry's only response was a twitch of his hand, the scar upon it from
    his first year sending a slight burn throughout his arm. "That thing with the Dragon,
    and then the Lake. Well, it's almost as if some hand of the divine was assisting you,
    isn't it?"

    Harry frowned, distaste filling his mouth as he caught the meaning behind the
    words. 'Do people think I'm cheating?'

    "Sir."

    "Ludo, Harry. Or, if you cannot say that, then at least call me Bagman."

    "Mr Bagman, I'm not having anyone do the work for me, and I'm not cheating."

    Bagman recoiled slightly at the harsh tone that erupted from the young Gryffindor.
    "Of course not." The words did not match the intent. "It's just a little strange is
    all. Though you must admit it, to think that someone so young could do all the things
    you do. There are all sorts of rumblings about you in the Ministry, of course. Tales
    of psychotic teachers and giant snakes… it's almost as if they were part of some
    story or something. Though, to be perfectly honest with you, I was a non-believer
    until I saw the scars by the Lake. That one on your arm? Is that where the snake bit
    you?"

    "Yes, Mr Bagman. A Basilisk."

    Snapping. Roaring. Screams that echoed in his ears. Help me! Pain. So
    much pain that he thought he was dissolving from the inside.

    "How did you survive that?"

    "Why are you asking me this, sir?"

    "No one can survive the venom of a Basilisk, even I know that."

    Harry grit his teeth together sharply, exhaling as he twitched. The phantom pains
    flared up every now and then, and the haunting nightmares would flare up even now.
    "Professor Dumbledore's Phoenix save me. His tears cleaned the wound and saved my
    life."

    Bagman made a contemplative sound. "You know, the odds on your victory, coming
    back with the Triwizard Cup, began very, very, low. I think at the start it was at
    something like 800 to 1. I enjoy a little game with coin here and there, so put a few
    Galleons on that to start – how could I not with such a potentially high return?
    Unfortunately, I placed quite a lot on Mr Krum. He's doing very well, but I was
    wondering if I shouldn't just cut my losses and put a bit more on yourself?"

    Harry understood now why the man was talking so intently with him. The man was a
    gambler, and appeared set to lose if Harry won, even if his return was potentially
    enormous.

    "Why are you telling me this, sir?"

    "I'm just saying, Mr Potter, that if you were to say… stumble… at the last hurdle.
    Then who knows? Maybe losing out on the Tournament winnings wouldn't be too bad for
    yourself?"

    Harry froze, span on his heel, and walked away from the man. He could hear
    pleading shouts behind him, but simply picked up his pace, and dashed back to the
    castle.

    Does it really matter if I win or lose? Mr Crouch said that things could go
    really bad for me if I do not compete, so does that mean if I intentionally try to
    lose, the same thing could happen? People die in this Tournament, but would it be so
    bad if I gave up and kept my life? Yet, he said that someone lost their loved one due
    to forfeiting. Could that happen to me too? Why does everything have to be so
    complicated? Why can I not just have a normal life?

    His thoughts followed him up to the Astronomy Tower, where he sat in quiet
    contemplation for the rest of the evening. Fay had found him quickly, and with a
    hesitant tone, he asked if he could be alone for a while, as he just wanted some
    space to think.

    When the sky had darkened, and a slight chill had hit the air, Hedwig had swooped
    down to his shoulder gracefully, immediately doing her best to cheer her owner
    up.

    "Hedwig, you can always find me, can't you?" His owl barked lowly, brushing her
    head into his hair as if she was trying to calm him. "Hah." He laughed once and
    closed his eyes, his hand coming up to gently brush at her feathers in a practiced
    movement. He did not know how, but when the morning light swept though the fourth
    year Gryffindor Dormitory, he awoke in his bed, Hedwig perched atop his headboard
    like a guardian angel.

    He had not slept well. In fact, the morning of Saturday 24th June was one of
    thrown sheets, tossed pillows, and frantic attempts to put the coming day out of his
    head. The curtains were open slightly, as the sunlight beamed onto him through the
    centre opening. He groaned despondently, knowing that the coming storm was one he was
    not looking forward to.

    The day was the Final Task of the Tournament, and though Harry had prepared for
    this day, it was still not one that he was excited for. According to the other
    Champions, he was not alone in this way of thinking.

    "Harry," Cedric had said, "I am absolutely bricking it, mate. I keep wondering
    what drove me to put my name in the Goblet. I just can't get this feeling out of my
    head that something's going to go wrong for me in the Task, and I hate it. I totally,
    and completely, hate this."

    The school was still out for blood, too. It seemed sometimes that only the House
    of Red and Gold were his only protectors, with the constant snide comments from most
    of the other Houses, and even the foreign schools. Many still believed that he had
    cheated his way in, and nothing he could say or do could stop their thoughts become
    action.

    "Potter!" Harry turned sharply, almost knocking Neville out of the way as the
    thunking sound of Moody's walk came closer and closer to them. "A word. Longbottom
    can come too if he likes."

    "S-s-sorry, Professor," Neville squeaked out, his constant terror of their
    Defence Against the Dark Arts teacher revealing itself. "I have to…" He ran without
    another word, leaving Harry in his wake.

    "Hah! Still got it. A pity though."

    Harry followed the man to his office, not too far from where they had been.
    "Sir – Professor – what's this about?"

    "Have a seat, Potter," the man grunted as he sat down in a comfortable looking
    armchair, his wand upon the armrest with his hand resting upon it. Harry took note
    that he was sat almost in a corner, a clear line of sight to the door and all windows
    in the room. "Tea? I don't have any myself, but I'm sure an Elf could rustle some up
    for you."

    "No, thank you, sir. I think I will be okay. Will this take long, only I need-
    "

    "To go train, right? Hah! CONSTANT VIGILANCE! Always a need to be prepared.
    Especially with what you have coming your way." Moody's grin was vicious, and painful
    to the eyes. "You have some loyal friends, taking their time away from their own
    needs in order to help you. But it isn't enough. Not yet. I know of your aversions to
    my lesson, Potter. I agree and don't at the same time. I see a warrior in you, one
    maybe not of choice, but happenstance. You have the knack for survival, in more ways
    than one, and I know you could do well here.

    "But Potter, I won't make you like me. Broken in body and mind. Heh, even old
    Mad-Eye knows his worth." He took a deep swig from his hip flask, wiping his hand
    over his mouth when he had finished drinking. "They call me mad, paranoid." He
    snorted. "I put most of Azkaban away, you know. Would have been more, a lot more, but
    the blighters kicked the bucket before I could get them there."

    Harry sat silent, gripping the chair he was sat in. The man before him was
    like a primal terror incarnate. He had been told the stories of the Legend of Moody,
    an Auror even Voldemort was wary of facing in battle. He had a warrior's instinct.
    One driven by years of bloodshed.

    "Curses and Hexes," Moody spat onto the floor in disgust, "Are nothing
    compared to the fight that make for ourselves. This eye sees the physical, but this,"
    he pointed to his sole real eye, "Sees far more. It sees the minds and behaviours of
    Witch and Wizard and all other things. It can see you're ready to break, and don't
    look down like that, many who have been through so much less have been destroyed by
    this specific curse."

    "What curse?" whispered Harry.

    "The one we create for ourselves." Another swig of the flask. "How have you
    been sleeping. No, you don't have to answer, I see in on your face. You can only put
    up that barrier for so long before the cracks begin to form, and then grow and grow.
    Adults can be cruel, but children can be crueller. And that Skeeter woman is simply
    the fan to the flame. Hah! I have been poisoned many a time by her quill, and now you
    feel the sting. Arrogant bitch that she is, she has her claws into this. I bet you
    don't even read the drivel now, huh? I don't blame you. The words can be evil, but
    know this, your tolerance will grow, and the pain will numb. Take it from me, laddie,
    take it from me.

    "Hah! But how about some extra… tutoring? There's more than Tournaments to
    prepare for in this world!"

    Harry instinctively reached for his glasses, remembering at the final moment that
    he no longer needed them, and grinned to himself. He stretched tiredly and prepared
    himself for his day. Katie was, as usual, waiting for him in the Common Room with a
    smile.

    "Harry, don't take this the wrong way, but you look like shite."

    "Thanks Katie, a good morning to you too."

    "Come on, lets get some food in you." She paused to look at the tiredness in his
    eyes, "And maybe a lot of coffee will do you some good as well."

    "Food sounds good. I'm thinking pancakes today, or maybe some porridge with lots
    of honey?"

    Katie laughed lightly, "Alright, King Breakfast, off we go." Her hand found his,
    settling naturally as she pulled him out of the Common Room and down to the Great
    Hall.

    Though she, and others, attempted to draw his mind from the impending final
    challenge, it was constantly at the forefront of his mind. He could see the other
    three Champions also going through simple motions, completely mentally idle to the
    world. Those around him were droning voices that he could tell almost nothing about,
    so far away were his thoughts.

    "Mr Potter!"

    He jumped with a start, flinching powerfully as he instinctively reached for his
    wand and his Basilisk scar at the same time. "P-Professor?"

    Standing right behind him, her face leaning downwards toward him, was Minerva
    McGonagall. "Harry," she spoke with some exasperation as she leaned back to a full
    standing position, "I've bee attempting to get your attention for some time now." Her
    lips thinned as she took in his appearance, and her tone of voice calmed
    considerably. "If you would not mind following me, Harry, I do believe that I have a
    way to calm you. The Champion's families have arrived and are waiting for you."

    "Professor?" A flash of purple and red crossed his vision, with echoes of shouts
    and screams. 'No, they would never come here. It can only be them!' "Of
    course, I'm sorry for not hearing you before." He stood on shaky legs yet feeling
    more light-hearted as he hoped who was going to be here for him. Harry turned to his
    Circle, a smiling Katie at the forefront. "I'll come see you in a bit."

    Her voice was light, yet laced with poorly hidden concern, yet Katie held strong.
    "Go, Harry, you haven't seen them in ages, we aren't going to be upset just because
    you want to see them."

    Harry smiled properly; the thought never crossed his mind, but he felt a joy in
    hearing it all the same. His small form traipsed after McGonagall as she led him away
    and through the castle. She was silent and her strides were long, belying her
    age.

    Soon enough, they came to a stop in front of an ajar door, light murmurings coming
    from within. "And here is where I leave you, Mr Potter. Your day is free to do with
    what you wish. All I ask," a small grin crept up before it was immediately quashed by
    the woman, "Is that you keep the two of them from causing too much mayhem. Trust me,
    Harry, I do not wish to have more grey hairs than I already do."

    Harry laughed lightly in response. "If they are who I think so, Professor, I do
    not think I can make any promises."

    "Go on, Harry," she chuckled, "Enjoy yourself."

    He pushed open the door. As he stepped foot inside, he could see the other three
    Champions had already claimed their spaces. Fleur was by a corner, speaking rapid
    French to a beautiful older woman who looked incredibly similar to her, with a man
    nodding his head along with whatever was being said. Fleur's sister was holding onto
    what must have been her father's hand as she turned slightly so see him. Harry made a
    small wave, which was responded with a shy one from the girl.

    Two young looking adults, of whom the father was the spitting image of their son,
    were enjoying what appeared to be a heartfelt reunion with Viktor. Harry did not
    dwell too much on this as none of them looked his way.

    "Harry, hey," Cedric spoke softly, as he and his parents were stood closest to the
    door.

    He could not have uttered a single word, as a screaming missile impacted him with
    the force of a running train. Luckily for him, he had already spotted Dora about to
    begin sprinting over to him, so he had prepared his arms to wrap around the older
    girl's form. "Out of the way you maniac."

    "Sirius!" Harry exclaimed, pulling his Godfather into hug of their own.

    "Hey, Pup. Letters don't really feel the same as this, do they? Been causing
    trouble lately? Of course not, there's too much Lily in you to act as a Marauder.
    Though I am disappointed in you. Hogwarts is only for seven years, and you only live
    young once! I won't be angry if there's notice of a prank here and there! Hah!" He
    finished with a bark, though Harry could see his face pale and redden simultaneously,
    and his words were spoken rapidly.

    He glanced over to Dora, who was giving the man a concerned look at the slight
    twitch of his eye and the exuberance of his hand gestures.

    "He hasn't been able to grow up, Harry. My mum and dad told me about it. He's
    never been a mature guy apparently, and growing up the way he did, with the friend
    group he had. His maturity levels were never going to grow quickly. Then, being put
    into Azkaban for so long and so young…"

    Sometimes, Harry would forget that Sirius was damaged. There was a passion in him,
    and a strength of loyalty that seemed almost impossible from anyone. But he knew one
    thing above all else. That Sirius needed him as much as Harry needed Sirius.

    'He's here now, and that is all that matters.'

    "I think the mutt's excited to see you, Harry," Dora said, not even trying to hide
    a snort of laughter.

    "Hah. As if it were only just me. All I heard this morning was how much 'someone'
    couldn't wait to see their little brother again. In fact – ow! Did you just hex
    me?"

    Dora looked suspiciously over-innocent as she blatantly put her wand away. "No
    idea what you're on about, Dogbreath." She turned to Harry with a smile. "So, what's
    the plan then? I tell you; the Elves here make amazing food and I've kinda missed it.
    Not to say that mum's cooking is bad, but it'll be nice to have a different change of
    pace for once."

    "We could go back to our old haunts," said Sirius, "I wonder if the Fat Lady'll
    remember me. Did I ever tell you the time me and your father charmed her to get the
    new password before Remus could let us know? I tell you, the things we got up to in
    this place."

    "Harry." A pause after the deep voice spoke from behind. "And family."

    He turned with a smile. "Viktor. Mr Krum. Mrs Krum. Good morning to you."
    The four adults looked slightly shocked at his quick transition into Bulgarian, but
    the elder Krum's quickly slipped back into a slightly bemused, almost neutral,
    stance. "Viktor's been teaching me some Bulgarian. I do not think I am that great at
    picking up languages, but I know a little by now."

    "No need to not tell the truth, Harry. You are quick learner."

    "Hmm, your accent could use some work, but is good enough. It took me a
    while to learn it too," spoke Viktor's mother. "Do not look surprised. I met Kamen's
    father when we were at Durmstrang. I am Graatsia, Harry. Viktor has told
    us all about you."

    The casual slipping in and out of English was hard for Harry to keep up with, but
    he understood the general gist of what was being said, then further working it out
    through context clues. "It is a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Krum."

    "Graatsia."

    "…Graatsia."

    Viktor's father spoke with a great rumble, as an illusion of power swept over the
    room. The man truly looked like an elder Viktor, and he even had the same thick
    density of magic rolling off of him that his son had. "I am sorry, Harry. My father
    does not speak English. Father only knows our own Bulgarian, although Grandmother try
    to help."

    Harry felt like an idiot. He looked quickly between the three Krum's, and noticed
    the odd line on the woman's face, and silver in her hair. His mouth opened and
    closed, and Harry could see the confusion start to appear on the faces of Sirius and
    Dora too, before realisation kicked in. Luckily, Viktor took pity on him before he
    could make a fool of himself.

    "My mother does not wish to come to here again. The lake was not good for
    her. So, grandmother is here."

    "Hmm, Zhivka did not listen. Not listen at all. I read the signs. She did
    not."

    Harry and Viktor shared a look, with the elder boy shaking his head with a roll of
    his eyes. Harry grinned in return, as her general worrying reminded him very much of
    Andi after finding out about his general lack of appetite. He shook his head slowly,
    before stepping to the side slightly. "This is my Godfather, Sirius Black, and my
    sister, Dora."

    "Name's Tonks," she said, her hair cycling from a bright yellow, to Harry's
    black.

    "Ah, a Changeling," Graatsia spoke with excited surprise. "Never have I met one.
    You would be welcomed with great respect at my old home."

    "Err, thanks?"

    Viktor's father, Kamen, uttered a few words after Viktor translated, allowing him
    to become part of the conversation. "My father is asking about your sister. He says
    he did not think you had one, so I explained. He also… says welcome to Mr Black."

    Harry knew that was not the case in truth, as the man was staring with narrowed
    eyes at his Godfather. Viktor had told him of the Durmstrang ritual of Magicka
    Recognition, due to the prevalence of Dark Magic taught by the school. Even though
    Sirius did not align himself with his family's history, the bloodline of his family
    had been bred specifically to become more adapted to the nature of the Dark. He was
    sure that Kamen Krum was eying him warily because of this.

    Viktor had explained his family's past during one of their conversations in the
    year. Apparently, the Krum's had been one of the staunchest opponents of Grindelwald
    during the man's rise to power decades ago in their home nation. The Krum's had also
    had a history of at least one person per generation going into their version of the
    Auror's, due to their firm belief in combating the Dark Arts. Viktor had told him
    that the main reason they go to Durmstrang is to learn the Dark Arts not to use it,
    but to know how it works on a fundamental level, and therefore, how best to combat a
    user of it. 'Experience is King' it seemed was the motto.

    His Godfather was usually a happy-go-lucky kind of person, but Harry had
    experienced the shockwaves of his nightmares before, when the magic got out of
    control. He remembered the way his hairs stood on end, his stomach sank, his eyes
    grew red and hot, and the way the oppressive air felt on his skin. Harry was thankful
    that the man did not have an evil bone in his body, or he was sure that the scars on
    the country would be so much worse than it already was.

    Sirius was smiling widely, his hand outstretched in greeting, "Pleasure to meet
    you." The two parents shook hands, with Kamen's grip being tense, but slowly calming
    down. Sirius turned to the man's mother, placing a light breath upon her knuckles as
    he tried to pour on his famous charm. "And a pleasure to meet you, my lady."

    "A charmer, how refreshing."

    Harry chuckled quietly as he heard Dora make slight gagging sounds to what she was
    witnessing.

    Krum sighed good-naturedly. "I am still not good at knowing Hogwarts. But Harry
    has shown me most of it," he said to his family. To Harry he spoke, "I will be
    showing them the castle, but I think we shall eat together, yes? May even see you
    through the day?"

    "Of course, Viktor," Harry replied. He smiled and nodded at the family now that
    the introductions were out of the way. Dora was still stood there awkwardly, not
    really knowing what to say. Instead, she turned to look at the other two families in
    the room who were meeting each other for the first time.

    She pulled Harry into a side armed hug, her arm going around his shoulders as she
    pulled him towards her. Harry simply returned the gesture, expecting it at some
    point, but not negatively in any way.

    "It's been a while, Tonks".

    "I almost didn't recognise you there. I can't remember your name… Diggory, I
    know."

    "Cedric," he laughed lightly, though his parents appeared slightly disgruntled at
    the unintentional snub from the girl. "I don't doubt why. Last time you saw me I was
    only a second year; a tiny little thing before I grew up a little bit. I remember you
    though. The constant swapping of hair colours without spells leaves a memory
    intact."

    "She is not a Champion though, is she, Ced?" burst out Amos Diggory. The man was
    blatantly living vicariously through his son, this was obvious, and had walked over
    to the trio with a swagger that had no right to be there. "I thought this event was
    for families, eh? Not for whatever this is."

    "Amos," Sirius growled warningly. "Harry is my Godson, so I have every right to be
    here."

    "Hmm," the man uttered. "Quite."

    "Dad." Cedric's tone was harsh, and the glare he gave Amos had him wilting
    slightly. The man was a suck up, and his wife a wallflower, as she stood with tired
    eyes and heavy makeup, nary a sound made from her. Cedric, however, was showing
    himself to be the Prefect and Wizard the school knew him to be. His magic was dense
    in the air, a natural occurrence as he was gifted with it in enormous quantities.
    Harry remembered when he told Remus who his competition was the first time they
    managed to speak face to face after he was announced as the fourth Champion.

    "Cedric Diggory, Fleur Delacour, and Viktor Krum."

    "Sounds like you have some proper competition on your hands there, Harry."
    Remus took a large gulp of Butterbeer – the man had one of the worst sweet-tooths
    Harry had ever come across. "Delacour, from your descriptions, sounds like a Veela.
    Dangerous creatures, not that she is one, of course, but most especially worse when
    bred with Magicals. They have a dangerous temperament, and a line to esoteric magics
    even without the mingling of Wizard Bloodlines. The more modern-day interpretations
    of 'elves' are from Muggles meeting Veela, did you know? Their whole beings caused
    jealousy to many a Witch and Wizard, and a lot of things happened, which I won't go
    into here and now, that made many of them join Voldemort's ranks in the last war, and
    Grindelwald's before him."

    Harry shrugged, almost uncaringly. "Fleur is not like that, though. Sure, she
    can be… difficult. But what you are saying makes it sound as though she thinks the
    world is out for her. I guess it kind of is."

    "You truly are like your mother in oh so many ways, Harry. She would have seen
    the world in the eyes of unity, just like you do. So many 'Dark Creatures' were just
    new friends to her." The pause almost deafened them both. "Like me."

    "Remus…"

    "Now, Krum, from what I hear, is powerful magically. Unfortunately, I cannot
    quote on someone I know almost nothing about, however, from my understanding, he is
    referred to as a prodigy.

    "Diggory, though, is one I know you should watch out for. The boy is gifted
    with a massive amount of magic, more so than even yours, and it is incredibly dense.
    The boy also is skilled with using his magic and has a natural gift for it that goes
    above and beyond many of your peers." He clapped his hands once, causing the sound to
    echo loudly around the room, startling a slightly tipsy Sirius out of hi nap by the
    fire. "There is one final thing that he lacks, instead of has in abundance. The gift.
    The gift of understanding magic. So many Witches and Wizards have the power and
    knowledge. But so, so, few have that intrinsic 'knowing' of what magic can truly do.
    This is why Muggleborns have the 'edge' that purebloods don't. Those who are born
    with magic in their lives see it as simply 'being', and most never truly understand
    that there is so much that cannot be understood. Muggleborns don't have the unique
    power build-up from generations of magical ancestors and must get by in other ways.
    This uniqueness of knowing that magic is now real… Harry, that changes
    perspectives."

    "It's something that James and the rat never had," Sirius yawned as he
    awakened. "Remus has that specialty due to his condition. That 'uniqueness'. And my
    family… Well, you've read their books."

    "In other words, Harry, this ability is the third pillar that holds up what is
    'magic'. For some, like Cedric, and most likely Krum too, this pillar has a weak
    foundation. Whereas yours is, for so many reasons, made of some of the strongest
    material in existence."

    "Of course, this was unbecoming of me, my apologies."

    Harry did not believe for a single second that the man was apologetic in the
    slightest. The way that Dora and Sirius' eyes narrowed at the man showed the same
    belief that he had. Cedric turned to the trio and sighed despondently, before perking
    back up and set out an easy-going smile. "Mr Black, I know we haven't been introduced
    properly, but my name is Cedric Diggory. Harry's told me quite a lot about you, and
    you too Tonks. In fact, you probably can't shut him up about it."

    Harry's face reddened slightly, which was made worse by Dora's slightly evil grin.
    It was a shocking sight to behold it on what was essentially a female version of his
    own face. "Nymphadora," he muttered warningly.

    The grin ended. He only ever called her that when he thought things were going too
    far. She settled instead for words of thanks to Cedric, who, now that Harry was
    thinking more clearly, sported a slight blush upon his face when he looked at the
    older girl.

    Sirius was standing there with his eyes closed, not even attempting to speak to
    the elder Diggory's, and they themselves were reciprocating in kind. The whole
    interaction had become rather awkward, and Harry was thankful when Fleur led her
    family over to them for their own meet and greets.

    "Arry." She spoke his name with a quiet calm; he looked up to her, towering over
    him as usual alongside her mother who was taller even still. "Zis iz my mozzer,
    Appoline, and my papa, Sebastian."

    They looked like a true power couple. Mr Delacour was a tall man himself, sporting
    a great, dark, beard that drifted past his neck, his hair cropped short, and eyes of
    a deep blue. Fleur had explained he was Norman, and his ancestors shone brightly
    through him. Appoline looked the spitting image of Fleur, at least a Fleur who was
    more mature and had the experience to reinforce her gracefulness.

    "Monsieur Potter," spoke the man. "I weeshed to say zis in person, razzer zan een
    a letter." The man, whom all could see had more than a hint of pride to him, bowed
    deep and low for such a time that Harry froze up at the sight. "Zank you. From ze
    bottom of my 'eart. Zank you for saving my daughter."

    Appoline stood, eyes shining with a kindness he did not expect. She nodded once;
    her hands clasped by her waist as she stared at him. Gabrielle was before her, a shy
    smile reaching her eyes as she waved at him. Fleur had moved next to him, placing a
    hand upon his shoulder for such a brief moment, yet it still sent electric shocks
    down his spine. Sirius and Dora were unnaturally silent, though he could feel the
    glare his sister was sending his friend when she saw how close she had come to
    him.

    "Mr Delacour, you do not have to thank me." His voice wavered slightly. "I only
    did what was right."

    "You 'elped a girl you deed not know. Somezing zat your country calls 'dark'. You
    deed not 'ave to 'elp. But you deed. Eef you ever need anyzing. Ever. Zen all you
    'ave to do is ask."

    Harry knew that there was something more to that oath he had been given the moment
    that Sirius' breathing became more audible. Moody and Dumbledore had explained to him
    the severity of a Life Debt, believing that his selfless actions may have created one
    between himself and the girl, but this gave more credence to that theory. "And I
    would do it again if I had to. I was not going to let her stay down there."

    "Harry has always been someone that would do the right thing." Sirius had stepped
    forward, a look of immense pride upon his face. "I am truly proud to be his
    Godfather. To see him grow to the man he is becoming. I am glad that others feel the
    same way about him that I do." He extended an arm. "Sirius Black, at your service,
    Monsieur. Madame." He grasped the other man's hand firmly and placed a feather light
    kiss on the back of the woman's hand.

    Fleur nudged her head off to the side, walking in said direction as Harry
    followed. He looked over his shoulder as he saw Sirius and Fleur's parents speak in
    fluent French with each other, while Dora stood awkwardly with Gabrielle as the girl
    began asking her rapid-fire questions in a language that she did not understand. Of
    course, his own sister began to default back to what she knew best and started
    transforming her features much to the childish delight of the girl.

    "Are you okay?" she asked him gently. She knew enough of him by now that not only
    meeting new people made him wary, but also the almost reverence that her father had
    spoken to him in.

    Harry sighed, nodding tiredly at his friend. "I am glad that Sirius and Dora are
    here. I have missed them, and knowing that the Tournament is almost over…"

    She laughed lightly, though not unkindly. "I bet." She looked him over, her gaze
    lingering over his face as if she was searching for something. "I wonder. I wonder
    eef maybe you may ween zis after all."

    "I don't think…"

    "Hmm," she interrupted. "Non, I zink you weel. After Gabrielle, I do not want to
    play zis game anymore. I joined zis zing for glory and honour, zinking zat I could
    show ze world I am more zan just a Veela. More zan just 'oo I am. But now I am just
    tired."

    "Do you regret joining?"

    She closed her eyes, emitting an aura of weariness. The two of them looked out
    into the room, viewing the connections that were being made by all the families
    within. Out of the corner of his eye he spotted Dumbledore, who he not seen enter,
    talking jovially with the other judges, as well as that damnable Skeeter and her
    cameraman. The viper was looking like she had caught her prey when she saw everything
    that was going on. Harry, and all those who appeared to associate with him were
    reported on almost every day now – the hate mail and vicious insults were decreasing
    each day, but he was still her favourite target.

    "I zink zat eef you 'ad asked me before, I would 'ave said yes. Too many look at
    me wiz fear or jealousy. Too many. And zen zere are zose who lust, like zat Malfoy
    boy 'oo flaunts 'is power. But, non, not now. She waited for Skeeter and the others'
    attention to move away from them, before planting a lingering kiss upon his cheek.
    Harry's hand came up to the spot, feeling warmth that was more than just his
    reddening face. "I do not 'ave many friends, 'Arry, but you and yours have become
    mine. Zo for zat, I zank you more than you could ever know."

    He smiled wide and bright, thinking of Circle. Most of all, he thought of Katie,
    and how she had taken him from who he once was and opened the door so wide for him to
    step through. Now, he had so much, and he could never thank her enough for being the
    catalyst for it all. Fleur's situation was different, so very different, from his
    own. Yet he felt it there and then, that though circumstances differed, she needed
    him to be the Katie that he had.

    He was content, in that moment, that this sort of peace was something he was
    willing to embrace.

    Then.

    Came the Final Task.

    They had spent the day together, the three of them, and Harry had enjoyed every
    last second of it. Sirius had spent much of the day regaling the two youngers of his
    years within the castle – he would pause every now and then and gain a far off look
    in his eyes whenever he would come to specific part of Hogwarts, reminiscing of the
    things he and James Potter would do as the brothers they were. Dora, usually so
    snarky with her comments towards him, always looking to get a rise out of the man, in
    good faith as cousins would, kept silent whenever this happened.

    Dora would speak the same, telling Harry and Sirius of all the trouble she would
    get into, though it was never as imaginative as the elder Black.

    Harry loved every moment of it. They took Dora to the Gryffindor Tower, showing
    her for the first time the interior of the Common Room. "I only ever saw
    Hufflepuff's. I did try to get in here a few times, but the portrait outside would
    never let me in. I remember I spent weeks trying to learn the Disillusionment Charm,
    only for her to see right through it."

    Sirius had barked at that. "It was the Ravenclaw Tower we went in first, at about
    our third year. It doesn't have a password, 'cos you have to solve a riddle first. It
    must have known we weren't Ravenclaw's because it was so bloody difficult! Of course,
    Remus being who he was, solved it for us. I always knew he was a Claw at heart, but
    there we are. It was passed midnight, and no one was around, but we cast our spells
    and temporarily made all the books blank! Ha! 2 weeks straight of detention it earned
    us, but James took the fall for it. Dropped it down to 1 week when the three of us
    coughed up to it as well.

    "Then it was Hufflepuff's a year later. It was Christmas time, and Peter had been
    staking out the entrance for a while. He came back to let us know he had gotten in
    and brought us there. Of course, I fell for the trick the first time, but we got in
    when the rat told us the truth of the matter." His faraway look became contorted with
    a rage that was only fleeting. Sometimes, Sirius had issues distinguishing the past
    friend he had to the traitor he became. Wormtail was rotting in some cell in Azkaban
    though, and for Sirius, sometimes that was enough. Sometimes, he remembered the
    friend he had, and lamented it all. "Slytherin's was more difficult, but we ended up
    there all the same. Things had happened outside the walls, and… well, it's probably
    best I don't say what happened that day."

    They had lunch in the kitchen's, had the day outside among Harry's friends, and
    crept into the Great Hall to have their dinner. The night was a bright summer's one,
    and the magics of the castle kept the heat away from them as they ate and talked and
    laughed. What was to come soon from that point was always in the back of his mind,
    but the distractions kept the worry and fear at bay as best they could.

    Fred and George joked with him, though became almost worshipful in nature as they
    discussed the Marauders with Sirius. Neville and Fay were his shields, acting as best
    friends should as they tried to shoulder his concerns. Angelina and Alicia looked up
    to his strong, confident sister, and the three of them acted as sisterly as they
    could. Cedric popped over briefly, wishing words of encouragement, to the happy nod
    of Sirius whose respect of the boy grew leaps and bounds at how honest and true he
    was being. Tracey came over, wishing him luck. Sirius' eyebrow rose when he saw the
    girl squeeze his hand as she walked back over to the Slytherin table. Hermione,
    Ginny, and Luna, all wished him good luck.

    But Katie was his rock. She would look at him constantly, and her hugs were strong
    enough to bruise. He whispered words of reassurance to her, whilst she would do the
    same. When the time came, her hand found his, and they maintained that contact until
    they all came to the entrance of the Maze, emblazoned with intrinsic emblems of all
    three schools, and the Houses they contained therein.

    Harry's heart was racing a mile a minute at this point. He could hear the blood
    pumping in his ears as it drowned out the roar of the crowd. Sirius was saying
    something to him, but he could not quite hear the words. He felt the warm touch of
    the hug that Dora was giving him, and his heart bled for her as he noticed the
    welling of her eyes. Harry looked around the crowds that were booing and cheering for
    him, and each face was simply blank to his mind.

    "Come back to us." The voice was a whisper on the wind, but it was the only thing
    he could hear clearly. Katie's hands cupped his face, staring intently at him as if
    it was something she needed to remember for the rest of her days. "Come back to me. I
    want that to be a promise. Promise me this. Please." The last word was one of
    desperation.

    "Always."

    She nodded, stroking his cheeks tenderly as she spun slowly and took one hesitant
    step forward, stumbling slightly before being caught by Neville who then led her
    steadily away from him.

    Soon, he was alone in a sea of nerves, trapped afloat with the other castaways.
    They were bobbing amongst the waves, lost as he, and just as frightened, no matter
    how much they tried to hide it.

    The voices were still dulled, and he nodded along with what was being told to him
    by Crouch, who was stood before the green entrance to the maze. The light did not
    penetrate it, and the seconds were ticking by until he had to take his first steps
    into the botanical hell before him.

    One foot placed itself in front of the other, his wand alight in front of him as a
    mystical darkness took over all senses. The Lumos charm was a staple of a
    mage's repertoire, and Harry idly wondered how any person could not utilise such a
    useful spell.

    The hedges were thick and uniformed, rising high above him as the gnarled roots
    seemed to spread out in all directions. Everything was a thick haze of green lit upon
    the effervescent blue-white of the wand made light. His sense of direction seemed
    misplaced as he stumbled blindly through twists and turns that he could not seem to
    grasp. There was a silence that was deafening him, as no insects nor birds nor beast
    could be heard. Apparently, some form of magical device was reflecting all Champion's
    every move as best as possible, which was being relayed verbally to the crowds far
    behind him… or was that now in front of him?

    After what felt like hours, the hair on the back of his neck seemed to stand on
    end, and a shape lay down a deep track far in front of him. He crept ever closer to
    it, noticing that it was getting larger the more he moved forwards, but still
    remained low to the ground and immobile.

    It was a stone, smooth to his sight, and a grey that appeared to be polished in
    some places, but chipped and broken in others. There was moss and plant life
    encapsulating it, and a fine layer of dirt and earth in splotches here and there.

    Harry knew what this was the moment he managed take it all in, and his wand
    remained raised in a shaky hand.

    "R-riddikulus." His conviction was not great enough, and the stone remained in
    place. "Riddikulus!" It did not budge, though engraved letters upon it became more
    pronounced. The words spelled out were illegible, and impossible to read, though he
    knew what they said nevertheless. "Ri-ri…" He could not get the words out of his
    mouth. It was such a silly fear. Such an impossibility now. And yet he craved the
    opposite of what he saw.

    Here Lies Harry Potter

    Here Lies No One

    Here Lies The Boy Who Lived

    It was his grave. Forgotten to the world. A stark reminder that no one would
    remember him, and no one would care. His greatest fear. To be forgotten. To be
    unknown.

    Here Lies The Freak

    There was a loud crack, and the words became kind and beautiful. He sighed and
    moved beyond the creature that could only spread fear and pain, never looking
    back.

    His head was in tatters already, and he felt bile rise through his throat, wishing
    that Bagman, who was going to be commentating on the Task, had either not witnessed
    this, or could not grasp what had been seen, yet he knew this to not be the case.

    So gone were his thoughts, that he almost walked face first into a Creature that
    he had only read about but was awed to be in their presence.

    "My Lady," he uttered with some reverence, thanking Hagrid for his lessons in the
    correct decorum when encountering such a magnificent being.

    "My, my, such a polite young human," the Sphinx spoke with some curiosity. "Such a
    change from the usual crowd, who speak with such lack of dignity and wit. An eyebrow
    quirked upwards as it settled down into a comfortable position. "I am sorely tempted
    to just let you pass me unhindered, though I do so love to riddle your kind, who
    believe themselves so superior. I tell you; the Old Masters were far kinder than your
    present ones. They at least knew their place."

    "Lady Sphinx," the memories of the Boggart slipping from his mind like water from
    a waterfall, "I will take your riddle, though I cannot promise I can answer."

    "Hmm, a bright young mind. You must be this 'Harry' that Rubeus has spoken to me
    of. Very well then, I ask you this:

    I am not the journey, but it's end

    I am not the end, but it's rest

    I am the safety of the night

    I am the warm in the cold

    I am there in the light

    I am there in the dark

    I am the past

    I am the present

    I am the future

    I am peace

    So, young Harry, what am I?"

    He sat down, crossing his legs beneath him as he began to think.

    "I am not the journey? So, an end? But you said you are not an end. Can I hear it
    again, please?" The Sphinx repeated itself, slower, so that Harry could dwell on the
    words better. "Is it the phrasing, maybe?"

    "There are other twists and turns, young Harry, through this maze. I have not yet
    encountered any other, but this field is long, and the pathways here are… unnatural.
    Its nature is wrong, and twisted. Come, young Harry, if you do not know, there is no
    shame in surrendering."

    "Safety," he murmured. 'Where do I feel safe?' Hogwarts came to him, as
    did Sirius, and Dora, and his friends. "I am the past, present, and future. I am
    always there. I am peace.

    Home." He said with conviction. "I am Home."

    "Pass then, little one, and fare well in your trials, for I foresee them to be
    long, and difficult."

    He near sprinted passed the being, whispering a thanks to it as he moved quickly
    down the turns, trying his hardest to picture a route in his head.

    It was the clicking that he heard first, though he was distracted by a bright jet
    of red sparks that blasted into the air from only a few hedgerows to his left. The
    bright glow lit up the area, and he saw the great beast in all it's terror for the
    brief moment his vision filled with black upon crimson. He could not help himself, as
    the large spider scuttled directly at him with a pace that belied its size. He did
    not even have time to think before it was upon him, his wand already directed towards
    its gaping maw.

    "Incendio!" It was the only thing he could think of in the fractured
    seconds he had to work out what was going on.

    The Acromantula screamed an unearthly sound as the flames engulfed it in a tower
    of fire. Eight legs thrashed about, catching upon the greenery about it, spreading
    the disaster beyond what the magical plants could endure. The beast crashed through
    one of the hedge walls, screeching in pain as it did, and Harry slowly began to stand
    as he had fallen in his panic. He did not hesitate to run as far away as he could, no
    longer did he care if the direction he was travelling in was the correct one.

    He ran and ran and ran until his legs grew weak, and pain as sharp as steel hit
    his sides. His breath was starting to creak, and he could taste copper in his mouth,
    yet still he kept running. Until he saw it. A great glow in the distance, dispersing
    the inky blackness of the maze: it was the Triwizard Cup, only a few rows before his
    path.

    He could hear shouts now, close by him. 'That sounds like Cedric,' he
    thought to himself. With a determined cry, he used the last of his energy to move
    himself around a corner, seeing not the Cup as he turned the bend, but instead a
    mirror, floating above the ground.

    He stopped moving, taking a good few seconds to catch his breath, and to study the
    hovering pane of glass.

    Sounds were coming from it. Haunting, sorrowful sounds, that he wished he could
    escape from and never look back from. It reminded him slightly of the Mirror of
    Erised he had once stood before so long ago, yet darker in nature. The aura that was
    emanating from it was distasteful and almost horrifying, yet he could not look away.
    An outside could almost see a connection between the young bystander and the Legend
    of Narcissus, staring at his reflection for eons on end.

    There were words coming from within the mirror, and Harry could have sworn he saw
    a face in the corner of his vision, reflecting yellow, hateful eyes that almost sent
    him into spasm.

    "What is this?" he near mouthed, almost afraid that his voice would be stolen by
    the sick sight. He tried to skirt around it, but a mental barrier was halting his
    movement. "Why do I feel so… cold?"

    A sickening laugh filled his ears, and a whisper that Harry wished he could forget
    filled his hearing, causing him to scream once. The next thing he knew, he was
    kneeling in front of the Cup. The prize he had been searching for.

    "I need not your wishes, Harry Potter, for your soul is awaiting a new master.
    One who will cause far greater pain than any I can inflict. Go. Go! Go now and meet
    your misery. But do you remember, little Potter? The taste of death? The hunger for
    escape? Now, what would you sacrifice when the curtain closes… and the fire
    burns?

    I see your future, and your future is death. The ones who brought me here have
    paid with trinkets and not much more. A taste for a game, though this game is one of
    life and death. Do you see, little Potter, what I must do now to quench my thirst? I
    cannot come forth, as the one a thousand years ago kept me contained with riddles and
    trickery. Ah, if only I could manifest, then your so-called Dark Lord would be a
    stain at my feet.

    The fire will burn, little Potter, like it
    did for your father, and his father before him. You are of a cursed line, and not all
    appreciate that Death was not paid his price. The fire will burn, and you will
    embrace the suffering that will come with it. Those that dwell in fire will not
    protect, for fire cleanses, and fire destroys. And it will destroy you. Prepare,
    little Potter, for the fire will end you before this fight is done. Alas, I will not
    be there to see it. I could offer you the gift I have given others, but I fear you
    will not take it, will you? You may never recall this conversation again, but you
    would rue the misery that will come. So, I ask once more, for a final time. What
    would you sacrifice when the curtain closes, and the fire burns?"

    "Everything."

    It was a whisper on the wind. A word spoken with no one to hear it. He reached
    forward robotically, his palm meeting the metal handle of the overly large thing. It
    was cool to the touch and sent a chill up his arm.

    Another shout, louder than the last, came from beside him. It was one of joy and
    victory, and he felt a pressure move up his body as a figure he was unable to see
    through his exhausted haze, grabbed hold of the other side of the Cup.

    Harry did not have time to make a noise, as a lurching feeling struck him, and he
    felt as if he was being bombarded with constant winds. They span and span, moving at
    a speed that he could not comprehend. It felt as if it were to last an age, and yet
    it came to its conclusion quicker than he anticipated. The Cup slid from his hand,
    moving down a grassy hill until it came to its final rest at a slab of stone that
    looked so eerily familiar.

    The blood was rushing to his ears, and he felt as if he were still spinning as he
    let out the building stream of vomit upon the dew filled ground. He lay there, taking
    deep, retching, breaths as he attempted to build up his strength to stand.

    Another stream of his stomach burst out, this time it had a slight amount of
    crimson within it, as the fall from what must have only been a Portkey had knocked
    his ribs slightly.

    "Where…?"

    The voice seemed like it was miles away from him, as it came dulled and monotone,
    yet familiar to hear. He opened his eyes, which he did not realise had been scrunched
    tightly closed until that moment and saw a figure that had him laugh in relief.

    It did not last long.

    A strong stream of green burst from the dark. Eyes widened in shock, as a look of
    intense panic crossed the other's face.

    "Avada Kedavra!"

    The body fell as if in slow motion. They had not even had time to properly stand
    up it seemed, as they slid slowly back down in a dead weight.

    Unbidden tears began to well and a violent screech emitted from his mouth, with
    flecks of blood flying from between wide opened lips.

    A manic cackle blasted his senses, and he knew no more.
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