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    1. The Weasley Seer
  

  
    Copyright and Intellectual Property Issues: This is an
    original work of fanfiction, however the characters and many concepts and ideas in
    this work are based on characters owned by other authors. Harry Potter and all
    characters in this story as well as the settings used in this story are based on the
    works of J.K. Rowlings in her Harry Potter books and are her intellectual
    property.

    Harry Potter and the Weasley Seer

    It began as a prank.

    Ron was looking at his crystal ball with great solemnity and intoned, just loud
    enough for the rest of the class to hear, "I see grave danger
    ahead," his voice changed inflection, becoming deeper and more ominous.
    "Upon the next day of rain, the powers of the heavens will be loosed and in a
    flash one sitting among us here shall be struck down from above…" Ron let
    his voice trail off.

    "Ron?" Parvati asked the Gryffindor in a hushed tone. "Ron?" she repeated?

    "Uh? Wh-what?" Ron replied, looking about as if he were just waking up.

    "Did you mean what you just said? About, you know, one of us being struck
    down?"

    "Who said anything about someone being struck down?" Ron asked back as if he had
    no clue what she were talking about.

    Parvati's face paled, as did several students around them. Neville Longbottom
    rushed over to Professor Trelawney and began speaking to her in an alarmed tone. The
    professor looked over at the red headed wizard and a look of true concern was
    plastered on her face, but she said nothing. Soon, the entire class was whispering
    about the prediction.

    Ron looked at Harry and saw him grin. Ron grinned back.

    "How gullible can someone be?" Ron asked his best friend. "Scared of that little
    bit of acting? You'd have to be daft to think that I'm some kind of seer or
    something."

    "Good one, Ron," Harry grinned back, enjoying the prank. If Hermione had been
    taking Divinations as a subject she would have been appalled at Ron's trick, and
    mortified at how many people actually fell for it.

    Still, there wouldn't have been any serious problem if Ron's prediction hadn't
    have actually come true.

    Four days later, a light rain poured down on the Hogwarts grounds as the students
    were heading towards the north tower for another class with Professor Trelawney.
    Students were wearing thick robes for the weather and carrying umbrellas. Ron and
    Harry were walking along chatting together idly.

    Padma Patil saw the pair chatting and rushed over to them, glancing up at the sky
    in concern. "What are you two doing?" she hissed. "Don't you two know this is the
    first time it has rained since our last class?"

    "So?" Ron and Harry responded in unison.

    "Ron's prophecy, of course!" she answered with a bit of heat. "Ron, you may not
    remember what you said, but there's no excuse for you, Harry! You should be
    practicing the charm to ward against electrocution!"

    "Well," Ron began with a little laugh, "I don't think—"

    His words were interrupted by a massive crack of thunder so loud and close that
    they were deafened for several seconds. The three of them were stunned for a bit,
    sights and sounds coming to them in slow motion, but then their senses began to
    settle. And then they heard several screams coming from nearby.

    The three of them staggered towards the sounds of the screams, several students
    were gathered around one spot a few yards ahead of them. When they reached the area,
    they were met with a frightening scene. Lying prone on the ground was the blackened
    body of one of the students. Steam rose up off the area and they just could make out
    the form of Neville Long bottom.

    "Bloody hell!" Ron looked on aghast.

    All the students gathered around took their eyes off of the form on the ground to
    look at Ron. Their eyes held a mixture of apprehension and awe.

    

    .

    

    "I can't believe it," Ron muttered again for the hundredth time. "I made it all
    up. It shouldn't have happened."

    Harry had to agree with his best mate. He and Ron had both gone along with their
    professor's odd assignments, making up phony interpretations of stains from tea
    leaves and patterns of swirls in crystal balls. They had both made ridiculous
    predictions to their teacher, who had simply accepted their work with a nod of her
    head. There was no "inner eye" they were using. Yet Trelawney had given both of them
    high marks on all their work, and had even praised Ron several times in front of the
    class as having the "sight" when he gave particularly vague warnings and musings.
    That had certainly contributed to the effectiveness of Ron's performance. But now the
    room was awkwardly silent.

    There was a sudden stirring and many loud gasps several minutes later that got the
    pair's attention. Harry and Ron both looked and were even more dumbfounded then they
    had been. Entering into the Gryffindor Common Room was none other than Neville
    Longbottom.

    The boy crossed the room, his eyes intent on Ron. The red-headed Weasley boy
    gulped, worried about the intent of the boy who had just been struck by lightning.
    Thoughts of Neville out for revenge over the prediction flashed through Ron's mind.
    He was surprised then, when the boy flung himself on Ron in a hug.

    "Thank you so much, Ron, I owe you my life!" the boy said solemnly.

    "Wh-what?" Ron stammered.

    "If it weren't for you, I would be dead now. I told Gran about your prediction and
    she sent me a cloak charmed to prevent electrocution. It was still a nasty shock
    that, but Madame Pomfrey just gave me a Pepper-up potion and I'm good as new!"

    A round of applause went around the room and suddenly, Ron Weasley was being
    congratulated on being a seer. Even his twin brothers were getting in on the act,
    loudly proclaiming their brother the best thing since Nostradamus.

    The rumor of Ron's skill in divination spread around the school like wildfire. To
    the annoyance of Ron, Hermione, and Harry, people began to hang on Ron's every word
    and began to interpret his sayings as being prophetic. The trio couldn't even go to
    relieve themselves without a crowd following them and listening for something Ron
    might say. The problem was, more and more, what he said was turning out to be
    true.

    If Ron mentioned in Professor Snape's class that he worried that a certain
    person's potion was going to end up disastrously, the entire cauldron would blow up.
    Ron mentioned that Colin Creevey looked like he was getting sick and two days later
    he was in Madame Promfrey's care with a severe magical malady that had struck out of
    the blue. Of course, there were rumors flying around the school about predictions Ron
    had made when he had said nothing of the kind, and even some of these were
    coming true.

    "All right, Ron," Harry teased. "How about you predict that the Gryffindor
    Quidditch team is going to massacre Hufflepuff?"

    "Oi! Not you, too! You know what a bunch of codswollop this is!"

    Ron had enjoyed the fame for a bit, but quickly changed his mind about it as the
    scrutiny on the things he said increased. He was gaining a new appreciation for
    Harry's plight. People trying to read things into everything he said had gotten quite
    a bit annoying. He couldn't have a meal in the Great Hall without a flock of students
    badgering him to tell them what would be on the next test or what the weather would
    be like the next day.

    "How do you put up with it all, mate? Everyone flocking around you all the time.
    It's not like I'm getting possessed by the Inner Eye and talking out of my head
    anymore, you know?"

    "You have to admit, Ronald," Hermione teased, "that things you are saying are
    happening unusually often. Even if people just believe what you said is
    true, it tends to happen, even if that's not what you actually said."

    And suddenly, Harry was enlightened. Ron's prophecies weren't coming true because
    he knew the future. They were coming true because people believed they would come
    true.

    He didn't share his observation with Ron or Hermione yet. Despite how clear the
    truth was to him, he wanted to be sure before he said something. Otherwise they would
    think he was mental.
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    Chapter 2: Assembly

    Harry wondered why the entire school would be called for a special, school-wide
    Divinations class. Every student from first year to seventh year, in all four of the
    houses had been called to the Great Hall. Every professor was in attendance.
    Dumbledore, Headmaster of the school, sat at the head table alongside Professor Sybil
    Trelawney. And Ron Weasley.

    A gathering like this was something rare at Hogwarts, and for a special class on
    Divinations, it was unheard of. Harry Potter was naturally suspicious.

    Dumbledore began to speak.

    "It has come to my attention that recently, a True Prophecy was witnessed in our
    Divinations classroom. This is a rare thing indeed, even moreso that the seer who
    made the prophecy was not our esteemed professor of Divinations, Professor Sybill
    Trelawney, but one of her students, and a third year at that. It is true, that in
    fact, Mr. Ronald Weasley did make a prophetic pronouncement in front of witnesses,
    and the prophecy was fulfilled just as he said it would.

    "It is for this reason, because of this important and historic event, that I felt
    that it would be in the interests of all students to understand the importance of
    this moment, and to gain a greater understanding into the art that is divinations. To
    this end, I will defer to Professor Trelawney's expertise. Professor?"

    Albus Dumbledore sat down, the Divinations professor stood. She was looking
    uncharacteristically dignified. Usually, she had the appearance of one who was,
    ironically, short-sighted and somewhat batty. Now, however, her eyes shone piercingly
    through her thick framed glasses and she stood at the rectory without a hint of a
    stumble.

    "As anyone who has taken the subject in my class can attest, divination is a
    subtle art. A mysterious magic that only the most attuned can appreciate." There were
    several murmurs and a few snickers at that. Hermione, for once, was one of the
    murmurers. "Only with decades of study and experience can the average witch or wizard
    begin to truly comprehend the Portents of Fate…" Trelawney trailed off as she
    finished that sentence, as if gazing at something in the far distance. Many students
    seemed awed by the theatrics, and a hush fell over the Hall.

    "But to my great delight, though I must admit it is not a surprise at all to me…I
    did predict this on several occasions…that one of my students has verily opened his
    Inner Eye. Ronald Weasley of the Weasley family, is, in fact, a natural seer!"

    The Great Hall erupted in clamorous, excited speech. Harry watched it all from his
    seat, taking it all in. Nothing Trelawney had said was news, yet the way she had
    presented it had electrified the school. Students hastily recounted witnessing Ron
    either make a prediction, a prediction coming true, or both. Something tickled at the
    back of Harry's mind and he turned to watch the Head Table. All of the teachers were
    reacting, trying to calm the students or scowling at them. All except for Albus
    Dumbledore who was just sitting serenely in his place. Dumbledore's eyes were taking
    in the commotion as if he had expected it.

    He had expected it, Harry concluded. This was all an
    orchestrated act. And if Harry was right about belief powering the fulfillment of
    prophecy, then this was just going to bolster that belief in Ron as a seer. Harry and
    Dumbledor's gaze met momentarily and Harry felt a thrill of understanding in them.
    Professor Dumbledore must know about the nature of prophecy and he must know how this
    would affect things. What was he playing at, reinforcing their belief in Ron as a
    seer?

    The crowd quieted as Dumbledore struck his glass three times with the tip of his
    wand, the sound of the tinkling crystal piercing through the Hall. When the Hall
    quieted, the Headmaster gave a nod to the Divinations professor to continue. She
    inclined her head back to Dumbledore, and Harry could swear he noticed some kind of
    silent communication pass between them.

    "Ahem," Trelawney coughed, "At first I was reserved about Mr. Weasley's prophecy.
    I was not sure whether he truly had The Sight, or if he had merely caught a glimpse
    of a possible future." The hush increased as the professor spoke of this.
    Harry blinked. It was a new concept for him. She had never spoken of there being
    possible futures before. "I was, therefore pleased, when Mr. Weasley's
    prophecy proved to be a True Prophecy of our own world. At last," she said, gazing
    over at Ron with an affectionate look, "a kindred spirit."

    Ron visibly shuddered up there at the table.

    "Over the past month, Mr. Weasley has made numerous prophetic statements,
    oftentimes without even realizing he was doing so. This only confirms what we all
    know," she nodded, "that he is a true seer. I, myself, had the same experience years
    ago after giving my first True Prophecy. The Inner Eye remains partially
    open for some time after such a vision. Ronald Weasley has received many glimpses of
    what will be, and subconsciously, he has been speaking prophetic words."

    The Hall erupted in whispers, only to be silenced by Trelawney's next
    pronouncements.

    "While only echoes of true prophecy, these minor predictions mark Mr. Weasley as
    having great potential in the field of divination. His Inner Eye will soon close, if
    it has not already, and the reliability of his visions and applicability to this
    world will soon fade, but he will always have a gift for knowing what is to come
    or what may be, at least in some capacity. And there very well may come a time when
    his Inner Eye will reawaken and deliver another True Prophecy."

    Harry had not expected this. The murmurs in the Hall had a completely different
    tenor to them. Whereas moments before the belief in Ron's ability had become
    overwhelming, now there was a current of doubt. Harry's eyes opened wide. That was
    what Dumbledore was doing! He was seeding potential doubt in Ron's predictions while
    not outright denying his ability! For once, Harry paid strict attention to Professor
    Trelawney's explanations of things. She lectured briefly about the nature of the
    Inner Eye and viewing worlds without end. And it all simultaneously supported Ron's
    earlier prophecies and set him up to stop having visions.

    And then Ron got up and spoke. He was halting in his speech, clearly uncomfortable
    in the spotlight. As he explained what it was like to feel the 'Inner Eye', he shot
    Harry a look that confessed what he was saying was utter bollocks and begged not to
    be reproached. Harry grinned devilishly at him in return, but Harry was far more
    interested in watching the Great Hall and Dumbledore.

    The more he saw, the more he was convinced that he was right.

    

    .

    

    Omake: The following is an outtake.
    It's not actually part of the story, I just put it here for fun.

    

    Ron stood in front of the school and gulped. Everyone was staring at him. He
    looked over at Harry and saw him nod, giving support. That was enough. He'd give it a
    go.

    "Uh, hi everybody. I'm, uh, Ron Weasley." The Slytherin table snickered. He
    silently berated himself. Of course they all knew who he was already.

    "Eh, it's like Professor Trelawney says, the Inner Eye thing, you know. Sometimes
    I will just sorta see what will happen, or maybe even daydream it or something." Ron
    stole a quick look at his professors. Many of them had a thoughtful expression.

    Ron realized then that he had just earned himself a "get out of Azkaban free" card
    for daydreaming in class. Suddenly, this whole speaking in front of the school thing
    became a lot less scary and a lot more of an opportunity. But then he looked at all
    the rapt faces hanging on what he had to say. Better not to encourage that.

    "You see, when I saw what was going to happen to Neville, it was sort of like… I
    was in a trance or something. It wasn't me talking as much as my Inner Eye
    was talking through me. I'm still not really clear on that," Ron saw Hermione roll
    her eyes and Harry suppress his laughter. He hoped Harry and Hermione would still
    respect him after this. "Um, right, so, the thing is that at first I didn't really
    know what all I was seeing, but then it sorta got clearer, you know? And so I started
    knowing all sorts of things, like when it was going to rain, or about that flying
    pig."

    Ron almost snorted trying to keep from laughing at that. What he had really had
    said was that Harry and Snape would get along when pigs could fly. Who could know
    that there would be a charmed pig in Hogsmeade or that Snape and Harry would actually
    be civil with each other for a full 30 seconds?

    "But, it's, you know, different from when I was in Professor Trelawney's class.
    And you know, it seems like now things are getting fuzzy again. So, sort of like she
    said…"

    Ron glanced over towards the Slytherin table and saw Draco Malfoy snickering and
    mocking him. He scowled for a second. The prat.

    "So, yeah, that's about it. So, I'm not sure how much longer I'll…"

    Ron's voice trailed off and his head lolled forward. The Great Hall went silent.
    And then Ron's head suddenly jerked upwards. When he spoke again, his voice was
    altered, deeper and without any emotion.

    "The Hand of Fate moves. The Scion of Malfoy has been touched."
    All eyes suddenly looked at Draco. The already pale skinned boy went absolutely stark
    white. "The only son of the Malfoy House shall conceive and in nine months'
    time bear a child from his belly, a child of the pain and anguish caused by the power
    of the Dark Arts, sent to atone for the evil deeds of the House. And the child shall
    have no hair upon its head…"

    Ron's head slumped back down. After a moment, Ron looked up again. All eyes turned
    back to him. "Uh, where was I? So, I guess, um, that's it." And then Ron sat back
    down.

    The Great Hall erupted in frantic talking, and Draco Malfoy looked like he was
    about to choke to death.

    Albus Dumbledore rose from his seat and walked over to the podium with a sigh. The
    crowd hushed and looked at the ancient wizard expectantly. Could it possibly be true?
    The Headmaster surveyed the assembled students, then looked over at Ron, who was
    sitting there as if oblivious to what had just happened.

    "Well, it seems that Mr. Weasley has made another prediction. Let us hope that
    this one is of some other world or another future, and not this one, for Mr. Malfoy's
    sake." The looks of all the students directed towards Draco only increased after that
    preamble. Dumbledore sighed again. "But, to be safe, Draco is to see Madam Pomfrey
    for treatment at the end of this month and every two weeks after that. Let's hope we
    can nip this in the bud."

    Harry had only one thought: Brilliant.
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    Chapter 3: Lessons on Magic

    Harry Potter frowned as he watched Professor Flitwick and the rest of the Charms
    class. Something wasn't adding up. Harry watched as several students made objects
    shrink and enlarge with apparent ease, some getting the objects smaller than other
    students could, and some easily returning the object to its normal proprotions. Yet a
    number of students were having difficulty. Professor Flitwick moved among them,
    observing each student's performance with his keen eyes. Harry's emerald green eyes
    were watching just as carefully, if not more so.

    The problem was that not every successful student was getting the wand movements
    right or even the pronunciation exactly correct, while some of the unsuccessful ones
    were doing everything almost spot on and yet still failing. Neville was one of those
    who was clearly doing everything right but without success. He had a look of
    hopelessness on his face as he made his wand movements and carefully uttered the
    incantation. Harry watched Flitwick walk over to Ron and correct his wand movements.
    Ron was moving his wand in a circular motion instead of a sharp angle as Flitwick had
    instructed. As soon as the red-head made the adjustment, his spell worked. Yet, Harry
    had seen several other pureblood students use rounded movements and still get the
    spell to work.

    Harry had mastered the spell early, shortly after Hermione had gotten it to work,
    which she had done on her first try. Rather than continuing to practice the charm
    correctly over and over, he decided to experiment. Could he cast the charm wrongly
    and still get it to work? He tried to do it with a rounded movement of his wand as he
    had seen others do. The wooden block in front of him shrank. Harry repeated the
    charm, altering the wand movements even further. He got the same results. Frowning,
    Harry tried the incantation but mispronouncing it slightly as he had heard another
    student do. The spell still worked just fine.

    Frowning even harder, he made up a completely different incantation, pointed his
    wand, and…the block of wood exploded. That put a smile on his face. He attracted the
    attention of Professor Flitwick and several stares, but he didn't mind. At least it
    seemed there were some rules to casting charms. After giving the short instructor a
    plausible excuse and demonstrating the charm flawlessly, Flitwick allowed Harry to
    continue.

    Watching Neville continue to struggle, Harry decided to take a chance. He walked
    over to Neville and watched him perform the charm again and again, each time with the
    correct motion and pronunciation but almost no success. He had a look of failure on
    his face.

    "Hey, Neville," Harry greeted his fellow Gryffindor classmate. "Hold on a
    minute."

    The boy stopped his attempts and greeted Harry. "Hi ya, Harry. I just can't seem
    to get the spell to work for me."

    "Yeah, I know why," Harry replied calmly. "Someone cursed your block of wood when
    you weren't looking," Harry lied. "I just overheard them snickering about it. I
    already hexed them for you."

    "Really?" Neville asked, his eyes wide.

    "Yeah. They were real gits to do that to you." Harry pointed his wand at Neville's
    block of wood and simply said, "finite incantatem!" He turned back to
    Neville and gave him a smile. "There you go, Neville. Give it another go. I'm sure it
    will work now."

    Neville looked at Harry, then at the block of wood. The look of failure that had
    been on his face was gone. When he looked at Harry, his expression was one of trust
    and respect. When Neville looked at the block of wood, his look was one of
    determination. The block of wood shrunk down so tiny it was almost hard to see.

    "Oh, well done, Neville!" Flitwick's voice called out. "And excellent cooperation,
    Mr. Potter, giving a classmate pointers! Five points to Gryffindor," the Ravenclaw
    Head of House announced.

    Harry took the opportunity to ask the Charms professor about his observations. Not
    about his own experiments, that would have earned him some docked house points and
    possibly a detention, but he explained what he had seen other students doing wrong
    and still getting positive results. Filius Flitwick gave Harry an appraising glance.
    "You have made some excellent observations, Harry. You would have done well in
    Ravenclaw, it seems." Then he pulled out some advanced Charms textbooks on Charms
    theory. For every observation Harry had made, there was an answer in some book or
    other that plausibly explained what was going on.

    Harry didn't buy any of it. The theory did not fit the results of his
    experimentation. Regardless, Harry thanked his Charms professor. From the sound of
    it, Flitwick believed what he was saying and he was a genuinely caring
    instructor.

    Harry went back to his own desk thoughtfully. With a grin, he picked up his wand
    and cast the charm again perfectly. He watched as the fifth target for the lesson, a
    metal statue, shrank to a little more than half its original size. The grin left
    Harry's face as he had been doing much better than that before he had gone to talk to
    Neville. Had someone overheard him and gotten the idea to actually curse his
    items?

    That was when Harry looked and realized that the "wand" he had picked up wasn't
    actually his wand at all. He was holding a feather duster.

    

    Belief.

    Everything was down to belief, Harry had realized. It wasn't just prophecies.
    Spells worked according to belief as well. Sure, there were limits, but Harry had to
    wonder how much of that was based on deeply rooted beliefs he just couldn't
    shake.

    Earlier in the year Remus Lupin had taught him the patronus charm after
    learning how strongly dementors at the school searching for Sirius Black had affected
    him. Initially, Harry had trouble performing the charm. On his second try against a
    boggart transformed into a dementor, Harry had managed to create shield of positive
    energy. Professor Lupin had greatly praised Harry, explaining that doing so was an
    incredible feat for a third year student.

    After witnessing the charm create a full-bodied patronus, and after his epiphany
    in Charms class, Harry was able to cast the charm flawlessly himself. Professor Lupin
    had told him that this was NEWT level spell, very "advanced" magic. Yet, after
    believing he could do it, it seemed easy. And if he could do this charm, then why not
    other spells?

    It hadn't been hard to get a hold of fourth year, fifth year, sixth year, and
    seventh year textbooks. He was in a shared dormitory with upper level students and
    such books were left lying around all the time. He went through them trying out
    spells that were supposed to be particularly difficult. Observing them being used
    helped tremendously, he found. Once he saw someone else do a spell, Harry knew he
    could do the same thing. And so he could.

    Remembering them all, however, was another matter. Harry found that if he wasn't
    sure if he had remembered a spell correctly nor not, it wouldn't work. And he
    certainly had not memorized all the magical theory behind the spells.

    But then, if what he knew to be true was true, which obviously was so, more than
    half of what was theorized was obviously wrong. Most of if tried to explain the
    limitations of a spell, or why sometimes things happened that were not expected.
    Harry had learned that quite a few of the restrictions on such spells simply didn't
    really exist for someone who didn't believe they existed.

    Harry even began experimenting with trying to create his own spells. To his
    delight, he found it not too difficult at all. He had the best success when altering
    an existing spell or combining incantations, such as scourgify and lumos
    maxima to create a cleaning charm that could easily clean an entire hallway:
    scourgify maxima.

    There were, however, two classes where he found the rules to be much less fluid:
    Transfiguration and Potions. There were, apparently, certain natural laws and just
    believing they didn't exist didn't erase them. Of course, Harry wasn't sure that it
    wasn't just a matter of him being unable to disbelieve the natural laws, but he had
    tried.

    Harry quickly learned that the laws and rules of Transfiguration were more about
    the consequences of natural law than about the "right" way to wave your wand. Sure,
    you could still turn an owl into opera glasses if you said the spell with the wrong
    enunciation or wand movement, but you couldn't make the change permanent or break any
    of the fundamental laws of transfiguration. Harry was far more conservative in his
    experimentations in McGonagall's class, asking what the consequences of breaking a
    particular stricture ("getting it wrong" he always said when asking), before
    attempting something different in private.

    Potions, sadly, had similar restrictions, but for entirely different reasons which
    Harry could not entirely understand. Harry found that he could get away with stirring
    everything the wrong way or preparing the ingredients somewhat differently than
    prescribed and still produce a proper potion, but altering the ingredients or even
    the amounts in the slightest had bad results. Nor did his belief in what the potion
    should be have much of an effect on what the actual result was.

    Despite this, Harry's newfound understanding of the role of belief in magic
    definitely improved his results in class, much to Professor Snape's annoyance.
    Whereas previously many of Harry's potions had barely been acceptable, now they all
    turned out at least as good as the best in the class (cough, Hermione,
    cough) once he saw the final product brewed. As long as he used the right
    ingredients in the right proportions, he knew it would turn out properly and have the
    correct properties. Harry viewed Snape's scowls as attacks on his confidence and
    responded with steely determination. Harry took to complimenting his lab partner and
    found that doing so increased their chance of success as well.

    Yet Harry was confused about the meaning of needing the right ingredients and
    correct proportions. It didn't quite fit with his new understanding of magic. That
    was why he had decided to tell Hermione about his discovery. He needed her analytical
    mind to help him puzzle this out.

    Harry was just on his way to see her and Ron when Ron turned around in fright and
    pointed behind him.

    "Harry, run! It's the Grim!"
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    Chapter 4: Unbelievable Turn of Events

    Harry had been hoping Sirius Black would find him. After learning about the
    betrayal of his parents, Harry had been practicing what he would do to the man. The
    hard part was deciding just which spell to use to blast him. Finding out the "Grim"
    that had been stalking him since the beginning of the year was actually the murderer
    had made Harry's day.

    But then everything had gone bollocks up.

    First, Remus Lupin bursts in and disarms him and Hermione. Remus Lupin!
    Then, after Harry wandlessly disarmed the ostensibly traitorous Defense Against the
    Dark Arts professor, Severus Snape barged in and in turn stripped him of his wand!
    The greasy git.

    When Professor Lupin tried to explain things and Sirius Black claimed he wasn't
    after Harry, Harry wandlessly disarmed Snape as well, the incredulity on the potions
    master's face priceless. Unfortunately, Ron and Hermione chose just then to cast
    expelliramus on him as well, and the force of the two additional spells
    threw the man back into a wall and knocked him unconscious. Yeah, that was going to
    be a long detention. You can believe that.

    Finding out that Sirius Black wasn't the traitor/murderer and that it was actually
    Ron's rat who had betrayed Harry's parents had been crazy. Getting back up from
    beneath the secret passage beneath the Whomping Willow was definitely awkward
    considering they had an unconscious greasy git, a best guy friend with a broken leg,
    an escaped convict who everyone had erroneously thought was out to kill Harry, and
    the rat (both figurative and literal) who actually did betray everyone. What do you
    say to something like that?

    Of course, then Professor Lupin went and transformed into a bloody werewolf.

    Peter Pettigrew took the opportunity to escape. The next thing they knew, Sirius
    Black, back in his black mastiff animagus form, was fighting off the werewolf, but
    was definitely getting the worst of the encounter. Then Werewolf-Remus grabbed Black
    and threw into the woods and out of the fight.

    With a snarl, the lycanthrope turned and charged at Harry and Hermione. The
    creature was almost upon them when Harry remembered something from his 2nd year DADA
    class. With Lockhart. Harry almost tossed the idea aside considering the source.

    But it was really his only idea. It would have to do.

    Instead of running, Harry pulled out his wand and took a step towards the
    transformed professor. "Homorphia sapien!" he shouted and jabbed his wand
    forward as if thrusting a rapier. Harry's eyes locked on Werewolf-Remus's as a beam
    of white shot from his wand to impact the charging lycanthrope.

    And then the wolf-man howled in pain.

    "Stop it, Harry! You're hurting him!"

    Harry didn't relent. "No, Hermione. I'm curing him."

    And they both watched as the wolf slowly, painfully, reverted back from werewolf
    form into human form. The teeth shrank back into his mouth, the claws became fingers.
    Fur gave way to pale skin. Remus's eyes became lucid for just a second, registering a
    moment of extreme gratitude, before they rolled back in unconsciousness.

    "Harry, that's impossible! You can't cure a werewolf! The curse is permanent!"

    Harry grinned widely. "Didn't you pay attention in Lockhart's class, Hermione?
    Gilderoy cured the Waga Waga Werewolf, at least according to his book series, right?
    And I did serve a month's detention with him, you know. You don't think we spent all
    that time just signing his fan mail, did you?"

    "But," the bushy haired girl tried to protest, "Lockhart's a fraud. Isn't he?"

    "A fraud, and a prat, no question, Hermione," Harry laughed. "But, he
    did witness someone actually do it, and I sort of remembered the
    incantation from Lockhart's book."

    Hermione punched Harry in the shoulder. "You!" The look of absolute mortification,
    exasperation, and respect on her face was priceless. "That was a reckless risk to
    take! It might not have worked! And then the werewolf would have bitten you!" Harry
    just laughed at her reaction.

    The air suddenly turned chilly. And things went dark.

    "Dementors!" Hermione identified the sensation.

    "Sirius!" Harry realized. They were coming for his godfather! His innocent,
    falsely imprisoned godfather who had just offered to take him in rather than him live
    with the Dursleys.

    Harry ran, heading in the direction the dementors were going. Hermione did her
    best to keep up. But when they got there, it was clearly too late. There was no way
    to get to him before the attack. There were dementors everywhere, blackening the
    entire sky with their negative energy. Sirius was lying prone, in his human form, and
    some were already swooping down sucking away what little strength he had left. He had
    nothing to fight with. They would give him the Kiss.

    "No!" Harry yelled. "YOU GET AWAY FROM MY GODFATHER!"

    Hermione tried to restrain him, but he broke free from her.

    "Harry, stop! You can't fight dementors! Even if you know the patronus
    charm, you can't hope to drive this many away!"

    Harry pulled out his wand. "I'm not going to drive them away, Hermione," Harry
    said savagely. "I'm going to destroy them. Expecto Patroni!"

    Instead of just a single patronus, three great silver stags leapt out from Harry's
    wand. They charged out from Harry's position and battered the black shrouded
    apparitions of darkness. Under the cover of his warmth-filled summons, Harry advanced
    until he was standing next to the comatose escapee of Azkaban prison. A trio of
    dementors floated down towards him and his godfather.

    Hermione watched in disbelief and horror.

    "Don't worry, Hermione," Harry called out to her. With the dementors multiplying
    negative emotion, he could literally feel the effects of her doubt. "I've used this
    spell before," Harry lied. His reassurance worked, as he could feel the doubt
    immediately lessen. Harry pointed his wand at the trio of dark creatures and shouted,
    "Demento Evanesca!"

    The three dementors vanished in a flash of white light. The black sky suddenly
    seemed to freeze in place. And then the dementors fled the school in droves.

    Harry was left with a nearly lifeless godfather and a best witch friend staring at
    him in complete shock.
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    "Oh, I believe you," Dumbledore said sadly. "But I doubt the word of three
    underage students will convince many others."

    Harry waited for the old wizard to leave and then he turned to Ron. "You've got to
    do it, Ron."

    "Do what?" the boy said as he lay in the Hogwarts hospital wing with a broken
    leg.

    "You've got to convince them that Sirius is innocent. Have another vision- of them
    catching Pettigrew and discovering that Sirius didn't betray my parents."

    "Okay, Harry, I'll try mate…" Ron trailed off as he spoke.

    At first, Harry thought Ron was performing his "I'm using the Inner Eye" act.
    Until he heard the snore. His best guy friend was unconscious.

    "Ron!" Harry shouted. "Ron, wake up!"

    Hermione shook her head. "It's no use, Harry. Madam Pomfrey gave him a Dreamless
    Sleep potion. It'll be hours before he comes to. And what's this about wanting him
    having another vision? I don't take Divinations and even I know that's not how it
    works."

    "Actually, it is," Harry said before grabbing Hermione's arm. "Come on, Hermione,
    we need to see Professor Trelawney. She's the only one who can help us."

    "Harry!" Hermione Granger protested, "What do you mean?"

    "Look, Hermione, you were right. Divinations is a crock," Harry explained. "Ron
    only pretended to make his prediction and only went along with all that seer stuff
    because everyone expected him to." Harry explained as the pair raced towards
    Professor Trelawney's office in the north tower.

    "But what about his prediction? And Neville?" the bushy haired witch
    protested.

    "That's the thing, though, Hermione, it came true because enough witches
    and wizards believed in it. The combined magic of their belief caused it to happen!"
    Harry was breathing hard as the pair reached the professor's door. "That's how
    prophecies work. Actually, it's how almost all magic works."

    Hermione went stock still. "Harry, you're wrong. Magic doesn't just work on
    belief. There are rules and laws."

    "Look, argue with me later, right now we have to convince Professor Trelawney to
    save Sirius."

    Harry knocked loudly on the door. Professor Trelawney's somewhat befuddled voice
    responded. "Come in."

    Harry opened the door and entered, followed by a reluctant and flabbergasted
    Hermione Granger.

    "Professor Trelawney," Harry addressed the witch urgently. "Sirius Black is
    innocent of the crime he's about to executed for. Peter Pettigrew is the one who did
    it. He's an animagus and framed Black for what he did. You have to help us!"

    The shocked expression on the Divinations teacher was not feigned. She had not
    expected to hear this at all. "How do you know this? You should see Headmaster
    Dumbledore at once!"

    "We already went to him, professor, but he said nobody will believe us," Hermione
    interjected.

    "How did you find this out?"

    Harry told her what they had seen. The Divinations teacher looked taken aback. And
    overwhelmed.

    "I see…but, I…I don't know. I think…Professor Dumbledore is right. Nobody will
    believe this."

    Harry gave his teacher a shrewd look. "They will believe it if you tell them you
    saw it in a vision."

    The professor's eyes went wide. Suddenly, her expression changed from one of an
    adult unsure of how to act, though wanting to help, to someone who seemed affronted
    by an accusation. "I'm sorry, young man, but what you are suggesting is dishonest.
    Twenty points from Gryff—"

    Harry cut her off before she could finish. "Ron already saw Pettirgrew's eventual
    capture and confession in a vision, professor," Harry lied. "We heard him make the
    prediction before the potion he was given kicked in." Harry cast a conspiratorial
    glance at Hermione.

    "Oh, right," the young witch said hesitantly. "So, you see, we're not asking you
    to make a false prophecy, just claim to have one that another seer had first."

    Professor Trelawney looked at the pair critically. All appearance of the bumbling,
    fumbling witch was gone. She looked…shrewd. She met Harry's eyes for several seconds
    and held it as if gauging him. After a moment, she shook her head.

    "I'm sorry, children, but I cannot in good conscience claim to have seen with the
    Inner Eye when I have not. It would be an affront to the Pillars of Fate." She made
    as if to leave.

    Harry blocked her way. "We know how it really works, Professor." Harry was dead
    serious. "There is no 'Inner Eye' or any 'Pillars of Fate' telling you what's going
    to happen. You make it up. And if enough people believe in it, then it comes true.
    People's magic makes it true."

    Professor Trelawney looked from Harry to Hermione. She saw the doubt in the young
    witch, but the conviction in the young wizard. "I see," she said. After a moment, she
    looked directly at Harry. "Let's go to the Headmaster then and explain things. After
    that, we'll see about saving Mr. Black."

    While not exactly a ringing promise to do as they had asked, she was at least
    going to go with them to see Dumbledore. It was the right direction for saving
    Sirius. The Divinations teacher led the pair through the school. Harry noted that
    around the rest of the students, Professor Trelawney adopted a bit of a spacey
    appearance, looking around at the hall corners as if trying to remember which way to
    go. But their path was straight and they reached the stone gargoyles quickly.

    "Caramel éclairs," the witch said with authority, and the statues moved to reveal
    the winding staircase leading to the Headmaster's office.

    "Ah, Sybill, I see you have gotten…" Albus Dumbledore paused seeing Harry and
    Hermione behind the Diviniations teacher. He glanced at the arriving professor
    inquisitively.

    Harry spoke first. "We've come to tell you about Professor Trelawney having a
    vision, Professor. We—"

    "They know, Albus," Professor Trelawney interrupted.

    There was a long beat. "How much?" the Headmaster asked in reply.

    "Clearly too much," she responded. "Mr. Potter was the one convincing Miss
    Granger. They came to me pretending that they had heard Mr. Weasley give another
    prediction. Then they attempted to convince me to claim that I had had a vision of
    Sirius Black being exonerated by future testimony by Peter Pettigrew. Very
    imaginative, I thought."

    "So, Harry," Professor Dumbledore said, looking the young man in the eye. "You
    shared certain theories about the nature of divination with Miss Granger tonight?
    This is your first time discussing this with anyone?"

    Harry looked into Dumbledore's twinkling eyes and nodded.

    "Very well," the aged wizard said with a sigh. "Obliviate!"

    Harry's jaw dropped just as suddenly as Hermione fell to the floor.

    "Ah, Harry, you have put me in a most difficult position, my boy." Dumbledore
    turned his back to the incredulous young wizard. "Sybill, if you would, please take
    Miss Granger to the infirmary. Explain to Poppy that the young Gryffindor fainted
    away after hearing you make a prediction which I, and Mr. Potter here, also
    witnessed. I will handle things with Mr. Potter."

    "Are you sure, Albus?" Professor Trelawney asked apprehensively. "He is still
    quite young."

    "No, Sybill, in this I am not entirely certain. But I believe we have no better
    alternative."

    The Divinations professor inclined her head and then levitated Hermione behind
    her. She left the room and the door leaving the Headmaster's office closed shut.

    "This puts those glowing reports from your other professors over the past few
    months in a new, troubling light," Albus Dumbledore sighed before turning back to
    face Harry once more. Seeing the anxious look on Harry's face, Dumbledore nodded
    towards the outside. "Do not worry about Sirius Black, Harry. I've arranged for his
    execution to be stayed long enough for evidence to be found and presented to
    exonerate him. Unfortunately, the problems and choices we face here will be far
    harder than dealing with a falsely accused man."

    Harry was bewildered. First, Dumbledore obliviates Hermione. Then he indicates
    that he intends to have Professor Trelawney make up a false vision to exonerate
    Sirius just as Harry had wanted. And now the man was saying that there was a problem
    more serious than…Sirius.

    "Sir," Harry said respectfully, "I…I don't understand."

    "Unfortunately, Harry, you do. And that is the problem."

    The two stood looking at each other uncomfortably for a while.

    "You're not going to obliviate me, too, are you?" Harry asked tentatively. He
    wanted to be angry, but facing the Headmaster after seeing him remove Hermione's
    memories without so much as batting an eye made him a bit more fearful than he
    normally would be in the Headmaster's presence.

    "I wish I could, Harry," Professor Dumbledore said honestly.

    Harry was taken aback by the frankness of the older wizard. He had expected to be
    reassured, fed some sort of story, and then probably obliviated anyway. "What do you
    mean? You mean you can't?"

    "Tell me, Harry," the Professor asked in return without answering Harry's
    question, "how long have you known about the nature of prophecy? And what else do you
    know?"

    Harry hesitated a moment, then shrugged his shoulders. Lying now would probably
    not be possible. "I've known about how prophecies work since Ron made his prediction
    and it came true. Took me a week or two to put it all together, but around that
    time."

    "And what else?" Dumbledore prompted.

    "Well, I realized that a lot of the rules of magic are not exactly rules. Like,
    how to wave your wand, or even needing a wand sometimes. It's whether you believe or
    not what's going to happen that matters."

    Dumbledore sighed. "That's what I feared." The man let out another long sigh. "You
    are mostly correct, Harry, though knowing what you know would be a curse as much as a
    blessing for the average witch or wizard. For you, however, it is far worse."

    "Professor, I don't see what the problem is."

    "No, I suppose you have not thought it through yet," Dumbledore mused. "Tell me
    Harry, what is it about you that makes you special to the Wizarding world? I don't
    mean you individually to your friends and those who care about you. You are certainly
    valuable as a person. But, I mean to all of Magical Britain and the entire Magical
    world."

    Harry looked at the Headmaster quizzically. "Well, I suppose, it was because I
    lived? I survived the Killing Curse and Voldemort was defeated?"

    "Not only that, but you defeated him twice more since arriving at this school.
    Unfortunately, despite my best efforts and yours, Voldemort has managed to survive,
    albeit barely. Now, Harry, do you know why you were targeted by Voldemort in the
    first place?"

    "There was supposed to be some kind of prophecy, right?"

    Dumbledore nodded and waited. A moment later, the light went on.

    "Oh. Hang on…Oh! You mean that…that prophecy? It's…oh!"

    "Now you begin to see the problem."

    "If the prophecy only works if I believe in it, then I have to believe in it or it
    is meaningless, right? But…since I know that prophecies are made up and only work if
    people believe in them, I can't really have faith in it."

    "Essentially, yes. This knowledge is a dangerous thing for any witch or wizard to
    have. Which is why it is carefully guarded by those who possess it. But for you to
    have this knowledge is worse because the most important prophecy of our time is about
    you."

    Harry paused for a moment. Now he understood why Dumbledore had acted as he had
    when he and Hermione came into the room. Harry closed his eyes and said two words he
    thought he would never utter. "Obliviate me."

    He waited. Nothing happened.

    Harry opened his eyes. "Sir, if my forgetting about the nature of prophecies is
    that important, you have to obliviate me. Go ahead."

    Albus Dumbledore shook his head sadly. "I'm afraid it is much too late for that,
    Harry. Unfortunately, memory charms are very delicate and require great amounts of
    skill to be used to great effect. Even then, there are limits to what they can
    accomplish without risking permanent damage to the mind. With as much as you have
    learned and as long as you have known it, if I were to obliviate a specific moment in
    your mind, you would soon rediscover the secret by piecing together the rest of your
    memories. The only way would be to completely erase the entire school year."

    "Then so be it," Harry volunteered bravely.

    Harry's willingness was deeply touching to the Headmaster. "Oh, Harry," the old
    wizard said emotionally. "Willing though you are in this matter, I'm afraid such an
    action would be potentially even more damaging than the knowledge you have."
    Dumbledore saw Harry look at him expectantly for elaboration. "You, more than any one
    else in the world, more than me and more than the Ministry of Magic, you represent
    hope to the witches and wizards of the world. If something as catastrophic as you
    losing a year worth of memory were to occur… I'm afraid the consequential weakening
    of morale would have a net effect even worse than your disbelief in the prophecy of
    your defeating Voldemort."

    "But the only way to defeat Voldemort is through me…" Harry stopped and then
    pondered. He only believed he was the one to do it because of the prophecy, a
    prophecy which Harry now knew had been fabricated the way all prophecies were
    fabricated. "Wait. If anyone can defeat him, why have the prophecy at all? Why all
    the games and deception?"

    Once again, Professor Dumbledore answered the question with another question.
    "Harry, do you know why Tom Riddle is the most feared dark wizard in history?"

    "He's a ruthless murderer? And powerful? He uses the Killing Curse loads of
    times?"

    "That is all part of his power, yes, but not the true reason he is so feared."
    Dumbledore looked directly at Harry. "It's his belief in himself, Harry. Voldemort
    believes so strongly in his own legend, so powerfully in his own immortality and
    omnipotence, that he is far stronger than any dark wizard in memory. No wizard struck
    by the Killing Curse from his wand has ever survived. And no curse from an auror has
    ever penetrated his shield."

    "But, how is that different from any other Death Eater?"

    "Harry, I think you are laboring under a false belief that you are the only one to
    ever be hit by the Killing Curse and live. That is not so. Most senior aurors have
    been hit by the avadra kedavra curse at some time or another and lived. Were
    a child with a wand to cast it recklessly, it would do little more than sting. Dark
    wizards can cast it upon their enemies, but if their enemy's belief in their ability
    to survive is stronger than the caster's belief that they will die, the victim can
    survive. But nobody, I repeat, nobody has been hit by Tom Riddle casting the curse on
    them and lived."

    Harry nodded. "I think I get it. Riddle thinks he is unstoppable, which makes him
    more powerful because of the power of his belief. Those he battles believe the same
    thing, making their defense against him weaker. So, in the end, it makes it true. And
    everyone he faces dies."

    "Exactly, Harry. Several aurors and duelists have attempted to stand up to him and
    prove his vulnerability, but they have all fallen. The idea behind using a prophecy
    against him was to make him doubt his own invulnerability and believe in the power of
    a force capable of defeating him."

    This made Harry pause and think. "So, when Voldemort acted on the news of the
    prophecy and sought to kill an infant that might fulfill it, he tacitly bought into
    the prophecy. Had he ignored it and simply doubted it, it would have had no effect.
    But he didn't. Brilliant, Professor!"

    A sour look crossed the Headmaster's face. "Yes, it was a brilliant move.
    Unfortunately, the costs were far higher than I would have liked."

    "My parents," Harry said soberly.

    "Yes, Harry. And not only them. But now, I'm afraid we have run out of time.
    Events have been set in motion and I must act now if we are to save your
    godfather."

    "Professor, if we manage to save Sirius…could I stay with him for the summer?"

    Professor Dumbledore looked at Harry apologetically. "Yes, Harry, you absolutely
    can. In any event, you will not be returning to the Dursleys. I'm afraid I have some
    apologizing to do to you on that score. But for now, you will need to return to the
    dorms. We will speak about this again further. For now, I trust that you will speak
    of this to nobody else?"

    Harry nodded his agreement.

    

    .
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    Draco Malfoy's third year of Hogwarts had been a horrible disaster. Everyone had
    heard the Weasley boy predict that he, Draco Malfoy, would give birth to a bald
    child. Worse still, it had actually started to come true. Everywhere he went he was
    followed by whispers and rumors. Even Crabbe and Goyle had asked him if he were going
    to have a boy or a girl.

    Madame Pomfrey had attempted to prevent anything from happening. She gave him a
    few specially brewed potions that were supposed to inhibit pregnancy. When the school
    medi-witch gave him both the potion meant for men and the kind meant for women, Draco
    had been mortified. Worst of all, some of the sixth year Slytherin girls had seen
    what he had been taking and recognized it. Their laughter and wide eyes was more than
    he could stand.

    So, he called his father.

    He very soon wished he hadn't. The scowl he received from Lucius Malfoy, head of
    the Malfoy family, still made him cringe. But his father had pulled out every stop.
    He'd been taken to St. Mungo's, followed by a private clinic for the extremely
    wealthy, and even a very dark and scary shop off of Knockturn Alley. The things he
    had to swallow and the "cleansing" magics he had to endure were torture.

    But they hadn't worked.

    Three months after the Weasley prediction, Draco started to "show." At first it
    seemed to be just a little bloating. But then Draco started waking up nauseous. And
    started craving all kinds of odd kinds of food, including some Muggle candy. When he
    went back to Madame Pomfrey, she performed a diagnostic test and gasped, her hand
    going over her mouth.

    "What?" he snapped at her. "What is it? I demand that you tell me what I
    have!"

    "Well, I think it's still a little too early to tell what you'll have for
    sure…"

    "What do you mean?" he asked in a cold voice.

    "Congratulations?"

    Draco was excused from his classes and sent back to Malfoy Manor. Fortunately for
    him, his father could afford to bring in tutors from all over to make sure he did not
    fall behind.

    But it wasn't his behind that was the problem. It was his belly. It kept growing
    and swelling to the point that no wizard robe could conceal what had happened to him.
    Neither his father nor his mother was willing to so much as be seen with him.

    And then the summer came and at last, the time the prophecy foretold came. Draco
    was left alone in his room with a private witch doctor specializing in magical
    births. His father and mother were nowhere to be seen.

    "There, there, young Malfoy. The pain will go away soon. Here ya go," she said,
    wiping his forehead with a damp cloth.

    He would have been grateful, if that was part of his character. As it were, he
    grunted a thanks and braced himself against the burning pain in his abdomen.

    Burning pain? Now, Draco was no expert on child birth, but he was pretty sure it
    wasn't supposed to be a burning feeling.

    And then his belly began to glow luminously. "AAAHHH!" the youngest Malfoy, at
    least for the next few minutes, screamed in agony. And then the part of his belly
    where the child was began to warp and detach from him. The medi-witch hurried over
    and wrapped the shape with a blanket. And then it was done.

    "That's it?" Draco yelled.

    "Well, what did you expect, young Draco," the witch asked kindly. "Did you expect
    to give birth the same way as a woman? No, I am sure that would kill you. Consider
    yourself lucky. Nevertheless, you're a mother."

    "A father! I'm a father, you stupid hag!"

    "Yes, right, a father."

    "Well, what is it? A boy or a girl?" he asked impatiently.

    "Well, look for yourself. The wee thing has nary a bit of hair on its head."

    Draco sat up, feeling extremely drained, but physically fine. He looked over at
    the child in the medi-witch's arms.

    And then Draco's scream could be heard throughout the entire manor.

    Draco Malfoy had given birth to a house elf.
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    Platform 9 3/4 was a beehive of activity. Witches and wizards made their way along
    the platform as children dashed madly around, excitedly striking up conversations
    with their friends and classmates from the previous year. A pair of red-headed twins
    roared with laughter, surrounded on all sides by a throng of students vying for
    access to the pair. The heads of important Wizarding families met with curt nods and
    handshakes and began the banter that hid the maneuvering for political and social
    power such meetings almost always attended.

    A tall man with thick, dark hair, an aristocratically trimmed beard and mustache
    stepped through the portal onto the platform, accompanied by a smiling brown haired
    boy with green eyes and a noticeable scar on his forehead. The entire station
    suddenly went still and quiet, only the whispers of "Sirius Black!" breaking the
    silence. And then there was a roar of fevered excitement.

    "It's Him!"

    "Harry Potter!"

    "The-Boy-Who-Lived!"

    "The genius who mastered Gilderoy Lockhart's homorphia charm and invented
    the charm that destroys dementors!"

    "The next Albus Dumbledore!"

    The awed whispers and half whispers that met the pair as they stepped onto the
    platform subsided as Sirius put his hand on Harry's shoulder comfortingly and strode
    forward into the crowd with the young wizard at his side. Harry glanced at his
    godfather, catching the warmth in the man's reassuring smile before the man slipped
    on the persona of Lord Sirius Black and a mask of self-importance and mild arrogance
    slid over his expression. Sirius strode forward as if he owned the platform, and
    Harry matched his guardian's pace and set his gaze straight ahead.

    Several people who Harry couldn't remember ever having seen before in his life
    tried to approach Sirius and Harry as they walked forward along the train platform,
    but Sirius didn't even pause, and Harry stuck with Sirius, leaving them standing
    gawking as the pair moved unimpeded forward. When they reached Molly and Arthur
    Weasley, Sirius stopped, gave them a smile and shook hands with the both of them. The
    message was sent. Harry Potter would speak to who he wanted to, not to everyone who
    came rushing up to him.

    "I must thank you, Arthur, for all of your support over the summer," Sirius said
    warmly.

    "Oh, it was nothing," the red headed man humbly deflected. "You should thank
    Molly. She was the one always cooking up extras. All I did was drop them off on my
    way off to the Ministry."

    "As if I could ignore the woman who kept me and Harry here from starving to death!
    I don't know what we would have done without your cooking, Molly"

    Mrs. Weasley gave a self-conscious laugh as Sirius gave her a chaste hug.

    "Mrs. Weasley," Harry broke in, "where's Ron? I haven't seen him on the platform.
    I see Fred and George. And there's Ginny. But I can't see Ron at all."

    "Oh, I'm sure he's hiding himself up here somewhere, probably already on the train
    in one of the compartments trying to avoid the crowd. Had all sorts of visitors and
    attention over the summer holidays, our Ron," Molly changed mid-sentence from
    addressing Harry to Sirius, a hint of pride in her voice. "To think that we had a
    seer in the family the whole time…"

    Harry took his leave of his godfather, giving the man a brief, but fierce hug
    before taking off for the train. A number of fourth year classmates called out to
    Harry, and he gave them a friendly wave and a smile, but he quickly made his way onto
    the train. Finding Ron wasn't hard. He was in one of only a few compartments with all
    the blinds on the doors closed. Harry stated to open the door, to hear a gruff voice
    call out, "All full in here, sorry."

    Harry opened the door the rest of the way to see Ron sitting there alone in an
    otherwise completely empty train compartment. Harry gave him a grin. "Yeah, Ron, full
    of hot air!"

    "Harry!" Ron shouted, much louder than he needed to, and bounded over to give his
    best friend a hug. "So glad to see you, mate! All the attention I was getting was
    about to drive me mental."

    "And you think having Harry Potter around you again is going to bring you less
    attention?" a familiar voice called out from the doorway. "It seems you've gone
    mental already."

    "Hermione!" Harry exclaimed with a grin, rushing over to hug the witch and help
    her with her luggage.

    "Yeah, but now all the attention will be on him instead of me," Ron responded with
    a grin. "Who's gonna bother me about some lousy prophecy when we have the curer of
    werewolves and the bane of dementors with us?"

    "Well, I for one, am looking forward to a year with absolutely no excitement,
    adventure, or life threatening situations at all," Harry said emphatically.

    "Oh, come on, Harry, we're going to Hogwarts! There's no place safer!" Hermione
    chided.

    "Oh, well, let's see. There was a three-headed dog first year, not to mention a
    unicorn killing ghost of the dark wizard who killed my parents. Second year there
    were only two of the deadliest creatures in the world at the school: a few
    thousand acromantulas and a basilisk. Oh, and another ghost of the dark
    wizard who killed my parents. And then last year we had hippogriffs, werewolves, and
    dementors. Oh, and the traitorous wizard who betrayed my parents to the dark wizard.
    Yep, sounds like the safest place in the world to me."

    "Well, to be fair, Harry, the hippogriff was on our side. Even took a swipe at
    Malfoy for us," Ron chimed in with a grin on his face. "But after all that, what
    could possibly go wrong? What are they going to do? Make you fight dragons and then
    make you fight against seventh years?"

    Ron had no idea how prophetic his words were going to be.

    

    .

    

    The start of year feast had scarcely finished when Harry found himself summoned to
    the Headmaster's office. He had been in contact with Professor Dumbledore frequently
    over the summer, but mostly in a social capacity to look in on him. And to apologize
    for every having stuck him with the Dursleys. When asked why he hadn't done something
    about the situation beforehand, Dumbledore had been very contrite.

    "I'm afraid, Harry, that is the worst of my failing in this, and I must
    apologize for not doing more than I did to prevent what happened to you at that
    house. In truth, I was not aware of how badly you were treated until after you came
    to Hogwarts. I had placed spells to alert me if your life was in danger, and I looked
    in on your situation from time to time as my schedule permitted, but I never
    witnessed any of the worst of your treatment."

    Harry nodded, accepting that much, but Dumbledore forestalled him.

    "But that negligence on my part does not excuse my sending you back to your
    relatives after I knew better about your situation. You see, Harry, I was taking a
    bit of a gamble. It is true that the nature of your mother's sacrifice placed a
    special protection on you, one that I am certain was responsible for the defeat of
    Voldemort when you were still an infant. But when it came to the power and
    effectiveness on the blood wards that protected you at the Dursley's home, the truth
    is that they were not innately as powerful as I led you to believe."

    Harry furrowed his brow. "What do you mean professor?"

    "Blood magic does have power, it is true. But that power is tied more directly
    to the belief of those whose blood powers it than most magic does. The stronger your
    belief in its protection, the stronger the protection truly is."

    "Right, so, as long as I believed that my mom's magic really protected me, it
    would be strong. But if I didn't believe in it, then it would be weak."

    "Just so. But when I discovered you were being…ill-treated at home I made a
    decision that I have long regretted, but didn't dare to undo. I only hope that you
    can have it in you to forgive me."

    Harry listened expectantly.

    "I left you in their care, if it can be called that. I thought that if you
    were treated poorly, and you knew that I knew how you were treated, then you would
    think the protection the blood wards afforded you must be exceptionally strong. In a
    way, I counted on their abuse of you to strengthen the protection you
    received."

    Harry sucked in his breath, understanding. It was true. When he realized that
    Dumbledore would do nothing about the Dursleys, other than sending them a stern
    warning, Harry had come to the conclusion that Dumbledore must know that the
    protection was impenetrable. Harry had believed it. And that would have made it
    true.

    "I understand, Professor. You did it for my protection," Harry said, but
    biting off the words in an accusing tone. "For the greater good, right?"

    "No," Dumbledore admitted. "Not entirely. There was a part of me, a prideful
    part of me Harry, that wanted to see just how much stronger those wards would be come
    as your belief in them strengthened. It was not worth it. The protection. Finding
    out. It wasn't worth what you went through." Tears trailed down the Headmaster's
    cheeks. "But even after I knew it wasn't worth it...I couldn't admit my mistake. I
    couldn't take you from it then, because, then, all of your suffering would have
    been…"

    "For nothing," Harry finished. "Like it is now."

    Dumbledore looked at Harry speechless.

    It was the sincerity of the man's remorse that decided him. Harry walked over
    to Albus Dumbledore and put his hand on the man's arm and looked into his
    eyes.

    "I forgive you."

    Harry breathed in deeply, then entered Professor Dumbledore's chamber. This was
    the first time he had seen the Professor alone since that painful admission.

    "Hello, Harry," the Headmaster greeted him.

    "Professor." Harry stated, looking around the room curiously at all the objects
    the Headmaster had collected. Then he asked a question that had been on his mind for
    some time. "Professor, what am I doing here? Not your office. Hogwarts. Why am I
    coming to this school? Or why is anyone studying here for that matter?"

    Dumbledore smiled, the twinkle in his eye lightening his often grave expression.
    "An excellent question. And to answer that is exactly why I called you here
    today."
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    Chapter 7: Studying Problems

    "Hello, Harry," the Headmaster greeted him.

    "Professor." Harry stated, looking around the room curiously at all the objects
    the Headmaster had collected. Then he asked a question that had been on his mind for
    some time. "Professor, what am I doing here? Not your office. Hogwarts. Why am I
    coming to this school? Or why is anyone studying here for that matter?"

    Dumbledore smiled, the twinkle in his eye lightening his often grave expression.
    "An excellent question. And to answer that is exactly why I called you here
    today."

    "Okay, so explain it, please. I mean, if what we're learning in these books is
    really just a load of rubbish, then why have everyone learn it?"

    "Tell me, Harry, what would be the consequence of every witch or wizard knowing
    that the power of their belief is the single greatest factor in determining the
    effects of their magic?"

    "Well, I guess everyone would be a lot more powerful and could do anything they
    wanted with magic," Harry answered with a frown. There didn't seem anything wrong
    with that to him.

    "Not exactly. You see, there are rules and limitations to magic, Harry, and
    wizards do have different degrees of natural talent in using magic. Professor
    Trelawney, for example, is comparatively weak for a witch. But she is able to use her
    magical prowess to nearly its full potential. Other wizards, such as young Neville
    Longbottom, for example, only use a small fraction of their potential power because
    of self-doubt or because they are unsure of the many rules of magic."

    "So, why not just let Neville know that magic is based on belief? Wouldn't that
    help him get better?"

    "Perhaps. But perhaps not. Belief in belief can be paradoxically damaging to
    self-confidence. In the case of Mr. Longbottom, he would most likely doubt whether or
    not his belief was strong enough, and in so doing, he would make it so that it would
    not be. But there are others who would have no doubt at all about their power to
    wield magic. What, Harry, do you think would be the consequence of Lucius Malfoy
    gaining the knowledge you have? Or any of the Death Eaters?"

    Harry paled at the thought.

    Dumbledore nodded. "So, then, Harry, tell me. Why do we teach all these complex
    rules and instructions for casting spells? Why do we create these artificial
    limitations in the minds of witches and wizards?"

    "To keep control," Harry answered immediately. "It's a way of limiting everyone.
    We still learn useful stuff to do with magic, but with extra rules and requirement to
    make sure nobody can get too strong." Harry paused for a moment, frowning. "But what
    if someone who shouldn't know something like this does find out? What then?"

    "Oh, there have been dark wizards who have discovered this truth. More than one.
    Fortunately, they always keep their knowledge to themselves, unwilling to share their
    discovery and the power that can come with it. But while they are not likely to
    spread the secret to others, they are terrible dangers to the Wizarding world."
    Dumbledore's words were sad, even haunted. "They learn to harness people's fears,
    manufacture strength, and masterfully instill doubt in their opponents. It is the
    unfortunate responsibility of all those with the knowledge we share to destroy any
    such threat to the stability of the world." Albus looked a bit uncomfortable with the
    subject.

    Harry nodded in understanding. Grindelwald. Harry was only passingly familiar with
    the rise and defeat of that particular dark wizard, the dark lord who had been
    defeated before the rise of Voldemort, but Harry knew that it had been Albus
    Dumbledore who had put an end to it. Harry knew few of the details, but he knew that
    the experience had changed the headmaster. Harry did not press the matter
    further.

    "So, now that you understand the purpose of the sort of education that takes place
    in Hogwarts, can you guess why I need to speak with you about this?"

    Harry thought for a moment. "I won't be taking classes with everyone else? You're
    going to teach me about the real principles of magic yourself?"

    Dumbledore chuckled. "As much as it would please me to do so, Harry, I'm afraid
    that is not really possible. Discovering the true laws of magic is something that
    every witch or wizard who learns the truth of the nature of magic must do for
    themselves. You see, if I were to just tell you something was really a rule of magic,
    how could you distinguish it from any of the other rules and laws you have been
    taught? If you were to believe me, wouldn't that belief influence the effects of the
    magic? And if you doubted my word, wouldn't your doubt itself work against you? In
    the end, the only way will be to try it for yourself and to observe.

    "Don't worry, I will give you some guidance, but that is not why it was important
    that I speak with you at the start of term. It is important that you realize how
    crucial it is that you appear to be following the same rules as everyone else in your
    use of magic. Were others to see that you did magic in ways that was not supposed to
    be possible, they would get it in their heads that magic is not what they thought it
    was."

    Harry frowned. "You mean, I still have to take all the classes and do all the
    homework, just like everyone else?" Dumbledore nodded. "Even though I know most of it
    isn't really important?" Dumbledore nodded again. "So, you called me up here just to
    tell me that I have to follow the class schedule?"

    The elderly wizard chuckled again. "It is much worse than that, I'm afraid. You
    cannot just ignore the rules of magic simply because you know they are not actually
    rules of magic, Harry. Now that you know the nature of the rules, you must understand
    the rules better than everyone else, you must know them and follow them, and
    then, if there is a time when you need to break the rules, everyone must believe you
    know the rules deeper and better than they do and that the reason they think it
    cannot be done is because they simply do not understand things as well as you."

    Harry looked at Dumbledore aghast. "Even Hermione?"

    Dumbledore fixed Harry with a keen gaze. "Especially Hermione."

    

    .

    

    The first few days of term were frustrating for Harry. Getting into the new
    routines for fourth year was compounded by the difficulty of appearing to struggle
    along with everyone else. Of course, when it came to magical theory, he didn't have
    to pretend to struggle. While he had been an average student before when it came to
    the theoretical side of magic, now that he knew most of the theories he was studying
    were made up or based on false assumptions, he had an even greater time paying
    attention to it or concentrating on his work.

    Which meant he had to fake failure on the practical side of things. If his wand
    movements weren't precise or if his pronunciation was not spot on, he needed to make
    the spell not work, which was hard when in his mind he knew that it should
    work. It was only when he caught on to the idea of only pretending to cast a spell,
    sort of like pretending to make a prediction like Ron had, that Harry found a way to
    fake failure. He would first go through the motions of the spell without intending
    for the spell to be cast, and then follow it up with a second, silent spell, the
    choice of silent spell to use depending on whether or not he had used the correct
    motion.

    Fortunately for him, most of the class was less concerned about him being a
    "magical prodigy," as he was now being hailed by the Daily Prophet, and more about
    the upcoming Tri-Wizard Tournament and the visiting students which had been announced
    during the opening feast. The other students from the French school and the
    Scandanavian one would be arriving and there was a furor over the identity of one of
    the students, Viktor Krum, a professional Quidditch star coming with the students
    from Durmstrang Institute of Magic. So, Harry's rekindled celebrity status had taken
    a backseat to the gossip about what the new students would be like. He couldn't have
    been more pleased about that.

    Today they were practicing a charm that animated blocks of ice into miniature
    figurines. It wasn't a very practical spell, but it was simple in terms of
    pronunciation and used the double infinite loop motion with a wand, which would be
    the form they would be practicing over the coming few weeks for various spells. Harry
    hadn't quite gotten the motion right, yet, so rather than cast the spell for real he
    would make the motion, say the incantation, and then shoot a magical spark at the
    ice. It looked very much what was happening with Ron.

    "At least I'm not the only one having trouble, mate," Ron said a little too loudly
    to be conspiratorial.

    Harry shook his head ruefully. "You'll get it, Ron. We just have to get the motion
    right. I think you're not rounding yours enough. I don't know what I'm doing wrong,"
    Harry said. And it was the truth. Hermione had tried to correct his wand movement
    earlier, but he couldn't tell the difference between what she did and what he was
    doing.

    He practiced the flourish again without speaking the words. Still didn't seem
    right. So, he turned back to his ice prepared to fake another spark. Just as he said
    the words and began to make the motion, Professor Flitwick's voice startled him.

    "Mr. Potter—"

    Harry's wand made a small twirl and he stabbed his wand towards the ice cubes.
    Unfortunately, he was too surprised to remember to only pretend to cast the spell. He
    felt his magic leap out towards the ice and he knew he had cast the spell
    successfully. After all, he had done it on his first try, not even knowing what the
    proper wand motion was supposed to be.

    "That is not the proper wand motion we are practicing, you-" Flitwick began, only
    to stop mid-sentence when he saw three perfect ice figurines that looked like Harry,
    Ron, and Hermione playing together. "Oh, Merlin, that's perfect. But…" The small
    Charms professor paused and looked carefully from Harry to the animated ice
    sculptures which were dancing around.

    Harry gulped.

    "Oh, I'm sorry, Professor. I sort of used Fortuna's Whirl instead of the double
    infinity there. I was just tired of not getting it right," he lied.

    "Fortuna's Whirl?" Flitwick considered for a moment. Then he looked at the dancing
    figurines, rather impressed. "I would not have thought of using that wand motion, but
    I see that it can be used as a substitute for this charm. Let me see the wand motion,
    again, Mr. Potter."

    Harry slowly made a whirling gesture with his wand, then snapped it forward for
    the Charms professor to see. Fortunately, Harry had no problems making that
    particular motion properly.

    "I say, very good Mr. Potter. Excellent use of a substitution in spell casting! It
    takes a lot of talent to be able to pull off something like that, a great deal of
    talent. Whatever made you think of using such a lesser known movement?"

    "Actually, Hermione put me on to it," Harry said truthfully. "She was helping me
    with my wand work when I asked if there were a simpler motion to use and she
    mentioned it to me as working for some charms. I dunno why, but I found it easier
    than the Double Infinity."

    "Ten points to Gryffindor for exceptional skill, Mr. Potter! But now, if you
    would, please continue practicing the motion we are studying today. There are many
    spells where a whirl simply will not do."

    Harry grinned to himself after Flitwick was gone, but his smile faded when he saw
    a dark look on Ron's face.

    "Look, Harry, you don't have to pretend you're not a genius just to make me look
    good. Guess I am the only one who can't get it right," he said with
    annoyance.

    "Hey, Ron, it's not like that. I really am having trouble getting the motion
    right."

    Ron grimaced and turned away from Harry to grab up his ice cubes. "Yeah, whatever.
    You can keep showing off, but I'm going to practice somewhere else." Then he stalked
    off to an open table.
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    Chapter 8: Ron's Rough Time

    Things were not going well for Ron Weasley.

    Nobody was paying him any attention. It was like he wasn't even there. His own mum
    had sent Harry more letters than she had sent Ron. Worse, Ron couldn't try out for
    the Quidditch team this year because of the bloody Tri-wizard tournament. Quidditch
    had been cancelled. That wouldn't have been a total loss with Viktor Krum, Ron's
    absolute idol from the Bulgarian national team, coming to the school along with the
    Durmstrang contingent, except that the wizard sports star wouldn't acknowledge Ron
    long enough to give an autograph. He was always followed by packs of moon-eyed
    girls.

    Not that anyone noticed. No, his best mate and Hermione never really thought about
    Ron, did they? It was always Harry this or Harry that. Never mind that Harry had
    beaten the Dark Lord, saved his sister from a basilisk and a demented diary, won the
    Quidditch House Cup for Gryffindor almost single-handedly, they really should be
    paying attention to him, Ron. This was supposed to be his year to be popular.

    Of course, Ron knew he was thinking like a prat. He had known it when Harry had
    gotten that charm right when he couldn't. Ron knew the little spat they had
    afterwards was really all his own fault. But it needled him that Hermione had
    immediately sided with Harry. Yeah, he knew he was the one who was wrong, and that
    was part of what was eating at him.

    And what was with Harry and Hermione suddenly spending so much time studying
    together? It was as if he wasn't good enough to hang out with the two of them any
    more. Okay, mind you, Ron had no interest in studying about Gamp's laws or the
    application of arithmantic sequences to conjuration, but when did Harry care about
    that? And Ron didn't like how close the two were sitting or how animated Hermione
    would get when Harry apparently started to catch on to whatever it was they were
    studying. Not that Ron was jealous. Of course not. It was just that, well, she
    shouldn't be looking at Harry like that!

    Things had been so much better over the summer. Ron had been interviewed by the
    Daily Prophet, received owls from several important people in the Wizarding
    world, and had even been examined by an Unspeakable from the Department of Mysteries.
    Oh, sure, it got to be a bother after a while. But it really wasn't so bad.
    Especially since his interview had been on page four of the Daily Prophet,
    while Harry got the front page for blowing up a dementor and curing a werewolf. Ron
    had been mentioned in the main article on Sirius Black being innocent. He was in
    three lines of the article. Harry, however, was mentioned every other sentence.
    Everything was "Sirius Black, godfather of The-Boy-Who-Lived..." or "Harry Potter,
    recently famed for curing lycanthropy through the homorphous charm, is now staying
    with Lord Sirius Black…"

    Ron shook his head to clear it of these uncharitable thoughts. He had apologized
    to Harry about the blow up in Charms and the two of them were back to being best
    mates. Thinking about rubbish like that was a sure way to go mental. Ron dashed
    through the halls on the way to meet up with his friends for class.

    As Ron turned a corner, he caught sight of a group of female students wearing
    pastel blue uniforms. Girls from the Beauxbatons Academy of Magic, also at Hogwarts
    as part of the Tri-wizard tournament. There was something about French witches and
    their accents that made the Weasley boy's heart flutter. Or maybe it was the magical
    butterflies that the girls would create around themselves from time to time that were
    fluttering. Rumor had it some of them were even part veela. Ron caught them talking
    to each other mid-conversation.

    "…Mais oui! You are correct! It is zis 'orrible 'ogwarts food 'zey serve
    here. It is as if zey are trying to ruin my figure!" the plumper of
    the trio was saying, her accent stressing the English syllables in a most French
    way.

    "What does it matter? 'Zere is no boys to attract here, Cherie. So few of the
    Hogwarts stu-dents are handsome. But of course, 'zere is Monsieur Krum…" another
    said.

    "Ah…Krum. He is so very strong and rugged. But…" the third, a truly pretty blond
    witch was saying, "…for me, I think 'zis 'Arry Potter is so striking. 'Zey say 'e has
    cured were-wolfs and defeated 'ze dementors."

    The first girl giggled. "Yes. And 'is eyes are such a pretty green."

    Ron grinned. He was definitely going to tease his mate about this later. He
    listened a bit more, staying out of sight but within hearing range.

    "Yes, 'Arry is très beau. But 'e is always with 'zat girl and his
    strange friend."

    "Ze one who is going mad?"

    "Oui. 'Zey say 'e sees 'ze future. Like 'zat Divinations teach
    with the thick glazzes. It is too bad 'zat one is always aroun' such a
    catch, non?"

    Ron's face went bright pink in embarrassment. Inwardly he was seething, but he did
    nothing as the visiting students flounced off, still gossiping together.

    Ron took some steadying breaths. This was nothing. Just a bunch of girls from some
    stuck up French school who really knew nothing about him. Who wanted a bunch of
    half-veela witches anyway? By the time Ron neared the classroom where he was about to
    meet up with Harry and Hermione, he had nearly managed to convince himself that he
    was better off without their attention and that the girls had been hideously ugly as
    well as haughty.

    That was when he saw Harry standing there…with Viktor Krum. And they were
    chatting. Ron watched in amazement as Krum signed something of Harry's. Then,
    unbelievably, Viktor Krum, the Bulgarian national team seeker and Ron's idol, was
    handing Harry a book and Harry was giving his autograph to the professional
    Quidditch star!

    "Zank-you, Harry. It was an honor to meet you. And a pleasure to meet you as well,
    Hermione," Viktor was saying when Harry handed his book and pen back to him.

    Ron managed to collect his wits, hurrying over to join up with his friends and his
    favorite Quidditch player who wasn't playing for the Chuddley Cannons. Just as he was
    about to say his hello, though, Viktor Krum pivoted to leave and nearly knocked Ron
    off his feet.

    "Umph…" Ron grimaced. Viktor shot Ron an annoyed look, then began walking away.
    Ron hurriedly called out, "Um, could you sign this?"

    Viktor Krum didn't even look to see Ron's second hand textbook being extended
    towards him.

    "Sorry, about that, there, Ron," Harry said to him apologetically. "Krum must have
    been late to his own classes. I'm sure you'll get him to autograph something for you
    soon."

    Ron choked with frustration. Then he noticed the official, full color magically
    moving glossy poster of the seeker flying in action that Viktor had given Harry. The
    message the star had written on the poster was: "To Harry, my favorite fan. Hope we
    can have a chance to fly together some day. Your dear friend, Viktor Krum."

    Neither Harry nor Hermione had ever seen Ron turned that shade of purple before,
    at least without Ron having first eaten something from Fred or George.
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    Chapter 9: Chosen by Fate

    The entire school was full of whispers and conversations about who would be the
    representative for Hogwarts in the Tri-Wizard Tournament. When the Headmaster
    announced that a witch or wizard from the school would represent Hogwarts, more than
    one eye turned Harry's way, despite him only being a Fourth Year. When Dumbledore had
    announced that only students who were legally adults could participate, only Seventh
    Years and some Sixth Years eligible, there had been quite the furor. Harry had
    breathed a sigh of relief. Especially considering what had been said next.

    "While it is understandable that many of you will be excited by adventure and
    challenge of presented by the Tri-Wizard Tournament, it is for good reason that
    students below the age of seventeen will not be permitted to submit their names," the
    Hogwarts Headmaster had said to quiet some of the protests. "While every effort will
    be made to ensure the safety of all participants, there is and always has been an
    element of mortal danger in this tournament. A wizard or witch not fully prepared for
    the challenges could die. Even well prepared wizards and witches have met with
    serious injury and even death throughout the history of the Tri-Wizard tournament,
    which is in part why not only the winners but all participants are held in such high
    regard and considered champions for the rest of their lives. It is for the protection
    of you, my dear students, that I have drawn an Age Line around the Goblet of Fire to
    prevent the possibility of any too young to enter putting their names in.

    "As for those of you that are of age who may consider putting your name into
    the cup, I ask you to consider carefully your choice. Once your name is placed into
    the Goblet of Fire there is no turning back. If you are selected to represent your
    school you will be bound by an unbreakable magical contract. Failure to participate
    would have dire consequences for the one who backs down. And by dire, I mean the loss
    of your magic and a curse of ill luck that has felled more witches and wizards than
    all the challenges of the Tri-Wizard tournament put together." After speaking those
    foreboding words of warning, the entire Hall had become deathly silent. After a beat,
    Dumbledore had smiled, clapped his hands together, and asked, "So, who wants to go
    first?"

    It had been a week since then, and the time for the selection was nearing. Harry,
    Ron, and Hermione had discussed who would represent the different schools as much as
    anyone. Ron was sure that Durmtrang would be represented by Viktor Krum, an assertion
    that neither Harry nor Hermione disputed. The young man was built like a freight
    train and had an air of confidence about him that made everyone step back when he
    walked through the halls. The French school was a harder call to make, as they had
    very little knowledge of the Beauxbatons students, but there were certainly a lot of
    discussion about which of the French witches was the most attractive, much to
    Hermione's annoyance. When it came to the Hogwarts champion, though, there was a huge
    split in opinions among the three over who would represent the school. Hermione
    favored one of the 7th year Ravenclaws, Mary Hart, whom the younger witch thought was
    the smartest student attending Hogwarts. Ron could admit Miss Hart probably was,
    other than Hermione, but Ron was sure that one of the older Gryffindors would be
    chosen over that bookworm. Harry was not so sure. He was on record as being happy for
    whoever it was, as long as it wasn't anyone from Slytherin. Or himself. Ron, however,
    was of a different mind about being selected.

    Ron had spoken of being able to enter the competition in dreamy terms.
    "Wouldn't it be something if one of us could be chosen, Harry?"

    "Yeah, Ron, it would be something. Something out of a nightmare. You wouldn't
    catch me entering this tournament in a million years. Not a chance."

    "Oh come on, mate! It would be incredible!" Ron had a wistful look on his
    face. "Imagine, me holding the Tri-Wizard Cup. Ronald Weasley, rich and famous…" He
    trailed off, then somewhat guiltily added on, "Or it would be swell if you were
    chosen. I mean, you are the Boy-Who-Lived, and all."

    "The less said about that the better," Harry said with a roll of his
    eyes.

    "Yeah, well, too bad Dumbledore put that Age Line around the cup. I would
    enter the tournament for sure if it weren't for that."

    Harry chuckled. "But you do have to admit your brothers looked funny with long
    white beards and hair after they tried to get past it with that aging
    potion."

    Ron smiled cheerfully at the memory. "Yeah, that was brilliant. I just wished
    I could have gotten a picture of that. Still, too bad that hadn't worked or I would
    have put my name in, too."

    That conversation had taken place just two days before. Now all the students were
    gathered in the Great Hall once more, sitting together in groups on small wooden
    stands pushed up against the walls. Harry sat at the top of one of the bleachers
    flanked by his two best friends. He was looking forward to cheering for whomever the
    cup chose to represent Hogwarts. As the stands filled up, the noise in the hall grew
    as the tension and excitement rose. All around Harry and his friends were members of
    Gryffindor, the red and gold crests of the House distinguishing his house mates from
    the rest of the Hogwarts students.

    The crowd came to a hush as Dumbledore entered the room and raised his hands, the
    flaming torches lining the walls slowly dampening, the large room slowly darkening.
    The only illumination now came from the ancient wooden chalice sitting in the middle
    of the room spewing bright red and orange flames into the air. There was a collective
    intake of breath as the Goblet of Fire suddenly shot out a gout of flame and a
    slightly burned scrap of paper floated down into Professor Dumbledore's waiting
    hands.

    "The champion for the Durmstrang Institute for Magical Learning is…Viktor Krum!"
    Loud cheers erupted from all around the room, both from the Drumstrang section, and
    from scads of his adoring female fans from the two other schools.

    Ron almost sounded like one of them. When he finished whooping, he leaned over
    Harry to state with a small smirk, "Told you!"

    After a second piece of parchment was disgorged by the goblet, this one clearly a
    fine piece of stationary, the Headmaster announced that the champion for the
    Beauxbatons Academy of Magic was Fleur Delacour. A number of cheers went up from the
    French contingent, as well as some cat-whistles from many of the older boys. Then the
    third piece of parchment went up, this one apparently written on a napkin, and
    everyone in the Hogwarts section waited with baited breath.

    "And the champion for Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry is…Cedric
    Diggory!" Everyone dressed in Hogwarts robes applauded, the Hufflepuff section
    particularly boisterously. Harry let out a breath he didn't know he had been holding.
    He smiled broadly as Cedric joined the other two champions in being escorted down to
    a chamber connected to the Great Hall.

    "Good on Cedric," Harry said with a nod. "Heard from Flitwick he was a right
    natural at Charms."

    When the fourth piece of paper came out of the cup, though, the smile left Harry's
    face. When Dumbledore called his name, the young student was filled with a sudden
    sense of dread. His previous good cheer was quenched just as the flames from the
    Goblet of Fire were extinguished. Harry sat there momentarily, denying that fate had
    once again decided to meddle with his life.

    "Harry POTTER!" Dumbledore called again, this time with a touch of anger to
    it.

    There was a mixture of shock and displeasure on the faces of many as Harry made
    his way down from the stands. Many of those expressions were downright accusatory.
    Dumbledore gestured towards the room the other champions had gone to. Harry
    hesitated. Perhaps last year Harry would have meekly gone. But Harry looked at the
    angry school headmaster and the rest of the students in the hall and stopped. He
    turned to Dumbledore and matched the older wizard's gaze.

    "Sir, I want to see the piece of paper you are holding." There was a short pause
    as Albus Dumbledore continued to hold the scrap of paper in his hand and everyone
    watched. "Professor, I said I want to see the paper. Not that I don't trust you, sir,
    but I did not put my name in. I want to see if it's even my handwriting." Harry said
    this loudly so that the entire hall could hear him.

    Professor Dumbledore eyed Harry critically and handed him the scrap of paper. "You
    say you did not enter yourself into the competition?"

    "No, sir," Harry said emphatically, "I didn't." Harry looked at the scrap of
    parchment. It really was his signature. But it was ripped from a larger piece of
    paper. It took the young wizard a few seconds to realize what had happened.

    "So, Harry, is this your name written on this scrap of paper, or not?"

    "Professor, this is my name, and I'm pretty sure I was the one who signed it. But
    I didn't put it in the Goblet of Fire. If I'm not mistaken, sir, this looks like my
    signature from a parchment I turned in for one of my school assignments." Harry
    turned to the other students. His eyes immediately homing in on Fred and George
    Weasley. "Did you guys manage to fool the Age Line and put my name in the cup?" he
    asked without rancor. "Cause if you did, it was a bloody brilliant prank, but really,
    but I would appreciate it if you told everyone so they don't think I put it in
    myself."

    Fred and George realized Harry was serious. "No, Harry, it wasn't us. We never did
    manage," Fred began.

    "To get past the Age Line. And if we were going to put someone's name in as a
    prank," George continued.

    "It would have been Neville's," Fred finished.

    Harry nodded. He believed them. They would certainly be capable of something like
    this, but they wouldn't lie about doing it if confronted by a friend. Harry stared
    hard at the rest of the students. "Okay, whoever put my name in the cup, fess up.
    Funny joke, but the joke's over." His loud demand was met with stony silence. A lot
    of people were looking uncomfortable, though. Moments ago they were looking
    accusingly at Harry, now he was returning the favor.

    After several fruitless seconds, Harry turned back to Professor Dumbledore. "Well,
    nobody is admitting they put my name in, Professor, but I didn't do it and I'm not
    going to participate in the tournament."

    Dumbledore stood there, momentarily frozen with a pensive look on his face. Then
    he turned to Harry with an apologetic expression, "I'm sorry, Harry. But even if you
    didn't put your name in, the Goblet of Fire has chosen you and if you don't compete
    then the curse of the cup will fall on you. You must go down and join the
    other champions."

    Harry looked at the school headmaster incredulously. "What? Sorry, sir, but I
    didn't put my name in, so I can't be expected to compete."

    "I'm afraid you can, Harry. The Goblet of Fire is enchanted with some very strong
    magics. It is a binding contract. If you do not compete…"

    "Then I'll destroy the Goblet of Fire," Harry responded, brandishing his wand and
    turning to the magical object. "That ought to take care of any magics on it," he said
    with a small snarl.

    "Wait, Harry!" Dumbledore called, holding his hand up.

    Harry stopped and looked to the school headmaster.

    "You cannot destroy the Goblet of Fire so easily, but great harm could come to you
    from any attempt to do so. Please, Harry, come with me. We can discuss this wizard to
    wizard."

    Harry nodded his acquiescence and put his wand away.

    

    .

    

    Harry and Dumbledore sat across from each other in one of the many small private
    chambers off of the Great Hall. Professors alone had the means to access these
    private chambers, they were invaluable for dealing with students in a private manner
    without needing to travel all the way to their offices from the Great Hall.

    "You know I can destroy the Goblet of Fire," Harry stated simply.

    "Yes, Harry, I have no doubt you would have obliterated the cup without
    difficulty. And destroying the cup would essentially nullify any contract or prevent
    any curse from being placed on you if it were to be destroyed before the tournament
    commences."

    Harry considered Dumbledore's easy admission of such for a moment. "You wanted to
    preserve the cup for some reason. It wasn't about my safety. Okay, why then?" The
    Boy-Who-Lived asked inquisitively.

    Albus Dumbledore sighed. "As you know, Harry, what the public believes to be true
    is very important to the stability of magical society. The Goblet of Fire is a
    magical artifact, one with reputedly great power. More importantly, it is one of the
    most famous forms of a magical contract. Tell me, Harry, what do you know about the
    use of contracts and vows in the Wizarding world?"

    Harry had to pause and think about this. When Dumbledore asked him a question like
    this there was always something important to learn. "Well, I know that all the
    teachers at this school have a contract to teach. And the goblins use magical
    contracts in Gringotts."

    "Yes, some very important examples of magical contracts. There are also vows and
    contracts employed in government, though these are easily interpreted in such a way
    that a person can fairly easily get around them. There are also marriage contracts,
    magical treaties, deeds to magical lands, and magically binding contracts between
    wizards and also between wizards and other magical beings." Dumbledore gave Harry a
    moment to grasp the scope of the issue. "What do you think would happen, Harry, if it
    were publicly shown that a Fourth Year student, no matter how gifted, could get out
    of a powerful binding contract by simply destroying the object that the magical
    contract was bound within?"

    Harry nodded, considering. "Then anyone who didn't like their contract could just
    get out of it by destroying the piece of paper it was written on."

    "Exactly, Harry."

    Harry frowned, not liking the position this put him in. "Then I just won't
    participate. I'll wager all my galleons that a magical contract requires the person
    to willingly consent, or at least believe that they are bound by it for the magic to
    really take hold. I know I didn't put my name in the goblet, so there's no danger of
    any magic it might have affecting me."

    "Very astute, Harry. Yes, I believe you are correct that you would have no
    difficulty throwing off any effects of the curse the Goblet of Fire would cast upon
    you for the reasons you stated. But do not think that the magic of curses and
    contracts are not real. They most certainly are, and I will let you in on one of the
    principles of magic I have discovered—the power of such vows uses the force of your
    own magic to enforce it. But as you do not believe you have entered into a contract,
    your magic would reject the curse and it would have virtually no power to cause you
    harm. Unfortunately, though, Harry, you doing so would be little better than if you
    were to actually destroy the Goblet of Fire.

    "Have you heard of the Unbreakable Vow?" At Harry shaking his head Albus gave him
    a smile. "I'm glad to hear so, my boy, as you would most likely have been a victim of
    it if you had, growing up as you did. It's a very insidious bit of magic, requiring
    the focus of three magical beings to bind one of them into a promise that they cannot
    break without their own magic causing their immediate, and irrevocable death. This
    vow is rarely ever used, as more than one witch or wizard has unintentionally failed
    to fulfill their vow and lost their lives, sometimes merely for believing they failed
    to live up to it over nothing more than a technicality. This particular vow is
    extremely powerful because it uses the power of three separate parties to enact,
    making it impossible to subvert even for someone who understands the nature of magic
    and the importance of belief in the enchantment.

    "There are other magical vows, ones that can be enacted by just two parties, ones
    undertaken by an individual wizard, commonly known as a Wizard Oath, and even a
    compulsion placed on another similar to a vow called a geas. While there are
    currently ways a person can be released from many such vows without incurring
    whatever penalty breaking the vow would incur, doing so requires a great deal of
    effort, almost always far greater in cost than it would take to actually simply
    fulfill the vow. I will not bore you by going into detail about the complexities
    involved in what would occur if the Wizarding World were to suddenly find such vows
    could be easily undone or the effects of an unfulfilled vow simply thrown off, but I
    trust you will believe me when I say that the consequences would be terrible."
    Dumbledore finished and looked to his young companion for understanding.

    Harry found himself frowning again. But then a smile lit up his face. "I
    understand, sir. You can't have an underage wizard making light of wizard vows and
    contracts. Every wizard and their owl would take to trying to undo whatever they
    didn't like. But you could do it, Professor. Everyone knows you're the most powerful
    wizard in the world. They would accept that you could do such a thing but that they
    can't."

    Dumbledore blinked. "You know, I had not even considered that. You raise a very
    good point." A minute passed while Dumbledore worked over the idea in his mind, but
    then he shook his head. "While your solution would be possible, especially if I made
    enough of a production out of it and made it clear how difficult and dangerous
    attempting to destroy the cup or break the curse on you would be, I'm afraid it would
    set a bad precedent. Still, it is an option to consider especially if things
    become…complicated. But let me make a suggestion to you first, Harry, before further
    considering your course of action."

    Dumbledore paused for a second, then looked at Harry after pushing his spectacles
    down his nose a little. "I would like you to consider entering the tournament of your
    own free will. Once you explained that you had not been the one to enter yourself in
    the tournament, I realized that there had to be another person who intentionally
    entered you, knowing the danger it would put you in. That means that there is someone
    in this school who both wishes you harm and has the means to be able to do this."

    "You mean, other than Snape?"

    "Professor Snape," Dumbledore chuckled as he corrected Harry. "Yes, other than
    Severus, who I am sure would not be behind this."

    Harry had to agree. Snape would never want him to achieve "eternal glory" as Albus
    had put it.

    "So, you want me to enter the tournament to try and see who it is trying to get me
    killed?"

    "Yes, Harry. It is a dangerous choice, but I believe you will be up to the
    challenge of the tournament. While it is true that this competition will be
    dangerous, I am sure that it will be even more dangerous not knowing who has done
    this to you and when they are likely to strike at you again. So, I am asking you to
    go along with this in order to uncover your attacker. Are you willing to do this,
    Harry?"

    If there was one thing Harry Potter had no lack of, it was courage to face danger.
    If there was a second thing people would be certain he had in abundance, it was trust
    in Albus Dumbledore. Harry Potter nodded his head.

    Life had, once again, dealt him lemons. He was going to make pumpkin juice out of
    it. After all, he was a wizard.

  


  
    11. Unforgivable
  

  
    Chapter 10: Unforgivable

    "How'd you do it, Harry?" Ron asked with a scowl.

    Harry Potter looked at his friend slightly perplexed. "Do what?"

    "How did you manage to cheat and get your name in the Goblet of Fire?

    Harry felt his cheeks flush with anger. "I didn't, Ron. Somebody else put my name
    in the cup. Just like I told everyone, and just like Dumbledore told everyone."

    "I don't care that you were picked," Ron lied, "but the least you could have done
    was tell me about it. You know I wanted to enter!"

    "Look, Ron, I didn't enter it. Just knock it off."

    "Fine," Ron growled, turning over in his bed to ignore Harry for the rest of the
    night. "Some friend you are."

    That was the beginning of Harry and Ron's feud.

    Most of the school had decided that this was not Harry's fault. Initially, they
    had been suspicious of him, but Harry had been so vehement in not wanting to
    participate and so angry at whoever had put his name in that there weren't many who
    honestly believed the Boy-Who-Lived had entered himself. That didn't stop the
    Slytherins and Draco Malfoy from taunting Harry and passing out some juvenile pins
    and buttons meant to embarrass him. Quite a few of the Slytherins had taken to
    wearing the buttons around school, but that really hadn't bothered Harry.

    Until he saw Ron wearing one.

    Ron had grinned when he noticed that Harry had seen him wearing the insulting
    badge. Support Cedric: Potter Stinks! Harry stalked away and the feud was
    taken to new heights.

    No longer was Harry content to simply ignore Ron. After this insult he would push
    by him in the halls when the red-head refused to make way for him. In Charms and
    Defense class Harry would immediately master any spell being discussed, getting
    points for Gryffindor and garnering the applause and attention that he knew Ron was
    jealous of, while watching the boy flounder due to his jealousy and self-doubt.

    Hermione did her best to keep the peace between the two friends. She refused to
    give Ron the cold shoulder, insisting she cared for both of her friends, even if one
    of them was being a bigger prat than the other. She even continued to help Ron on his
    homework, careful to divide her time evenly between studying with Harry and spending
    time with Ron. Of course, after Harry ended up with a higher Charms score on his
    essay than Hermione, the young witch became a bit snappish with Ron, blaming him for
    the time she didn't have to read more because she had to deal with the youngest
    Weasley boy.

    Ron seethed beneath the combined effects of watching Harry constantly being
    praised and cheered while he struggled, having Hermione scold him for not doing his
    own work and causing her grades to slip, being the only one of Harry's supporters who
    still thought the Boy-Who-Lived had entered his own name, and worst of all,
    suspecting that he was the one who was wrong and that Harry was somehow not to blame.
    But then, it wasn't like Hermione's grades had really suffered, Harry had
    only scored one mark higher than her. And wasn't it bloody obvious that Harry had
    entered himself and this innocent act was just that…an act? This had nothing to do
    with him being jealous of Harry!

    Ron watched as Harry walked right past him once again, without trying to make up
    with him or apologizing for not entering him in the tournament too. Ron clenched his
    fists in frustration. He'd try and hex him right now if he wasn't certain Harry would
    blast him halfway to Hogsmeade in retaliation. What could a wizard like him do
    against a wizard who beat He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named when only one years old?

    

    .

    

    Defense Against the Dark Arts had taken a very dark turn with the
    introduction of Alastor Moody as this year's instructor. The ex-auror was
    intimidating in a way that none of the other teachers had been, and far less kind
    than Professor Lupin had been. Remus Lupin had left the post to help work on research
    on the homorphous charm which Harry had shown to be so effective in curing
    lycanthropy. Thus far since Harry had managed to cure him, only a handful of powerful
    wizards had managed to successfully cure another werewolf and at significant magical
    cost. Remus wanted to help make it easier so that more of those afflicted with
    lycanthropy could be cured. Which was why Dumbledore had once again needed to recruit
    someone to teach the class and why the school was stuck with a paranoid sadist for a
    Defense teacher, and surprisingly it wasn't Severus Snape.

    Moody was reputed to be an excellent trainer for aurors, at least he had been
    before he had gone partly insane from paranoia. And from the first couple lessons it
    was plain to see he was far more confident and competent than Quirrell or Lockhart
    had been. However, his methods weren't exactly what one would call child friendly.
    First thing he did when he got in the classroom on the first day was start throwing
    hexes around the room. And it hurt!

    Students learned "constant vigilance" in the classroom. Mad-eye Moody might cast a
    hex at anyone at any moment. The first lesson they were learning was "DODGE!" and the
    second lesson they were learning was "DODGE!" They had begun to learn basic shielding
    spells, but they were still having to just get out of the way. Thus far, only Harry
    had managed to put up an effective shield in time when suddenly targeted by Moody,
    which had earned Gryffindor a number of house points.

    Today, though, Professor Moody was teaching spells that he would not be casting on
    students. Or at least, they hoped. He was teaching the Unforgivable Curses.

    After a preamble about students needing to be prepared to know what they were up
    against and explaining that using any of the curses on another person would land you
    in Azkaban prison for life, Moody demonstrated the curses one by one on an animal. He
    asked what the class knew about the curses. Eager to score some points in his
    personal feud with the suddenly studious Harry Potter, Ron Weasley was the first to
    raise his hand. When called upon, he mentioned the Imperius curse.

    "Yes, your father would know all about that one, Weasley," he said as he brought
    out spider and placed it under the curse, forcing it to dance around the room. "Gave
    the Ministry all sorts of trouble years ago during the war."

    Harry watched as Alastor Moody used the first of the Unforgivable curses on the
    spider. After forcing the spider to play around, jumping on people's heads, and then
    land right in front of him, Moody cast the second one. The Curciatus.

    Neville had volunteered the name of that one, but the boy was visibly affected by
    the sight of the spider in excruciating pain. The arachnid was left quivering on the
    ground and Neville shook in sympathetic pain. Until Moody finished it off with the
    Killing Curse. The same one that had killed Harry's parents. The same curse that The
    Boy Who Lived But Whose Parents Hadn't saw in his nightmares.

    This was disturbing in and of itself, but when Moody asked for a volunteer to
    attempt to throw off the Imperius curse, Harry went cold. He absolutely knew that he
    would be the one who would be called on. His intuition was immediately borne out.

    "Mr. Potter! You're a powerful wizard, I hear. You've already shown, in this class
    no less, that you're strong enough to block a curse from a full grown adult wizard .
    Let's see how you handle this one, though. Come on up. Stand right there. Don't
    worry, I promise this won't hurt a bit." Seeing Harry's hesitation, Professor Moody
    added, "It's up to you, but this is a chance for you to understand what the curse
    feels like so that you can fight it. So, what do you say, Mr. Potter?"

    Harry swallowed hard. Dumbledore trusted Moody. And it was true he needed to be
    prepared against curses like this. He nodded his head. At Harry's nod, the ex-auror
    looked at him and called out, "Imperio!"

    Immediately, Harry felt a sense of euphoria and well-being. It was like all his
    care, all the burdens of his life had been taken away. He was floating on a cloud in
    which it didn't matter what decisions he made. He felt the command 'jump on the
    table' and he did so. There was no need to question why. No need to think about
    consequences. He was aware of everything going on around him, but it didn't
    matter.

    "Mr. Potter can reportedly cure a werewolf, destroy a dementor, and even defeat a
    Dark Lord. Yet here he is, completely under my control. Throwing off the Imperius
    Curse is not primarily a matter of magical power. Even the magically strongest among
    us can be caught in this curse by the weakest dark wizard if you are not mentally
    prepared for it. It's a matter of will. The will of the caster against the will of
    the victim."

    Harry heard everything Moody was saying. It all floated through his mind.
    Somewhere, deep inside him, there was a piece of him that found this information
    important. The rest of him, however, did not care.

    "With this curse, as long as the victim is under its power, you can make anyone do
    anything. I can make Mr. Potter do whatever I want, whether it is good or whether it
    is evil. I can make him tell me all his secrets. I can make him spy for me. I could
    even make him kill his own friends."

    Suddenly that part of Harry that cared about what was being said and what was
    going on around him became alarmed. He was not in control of himself. Moody could
    make him do anything now. Anything. Unless his will was stronger. Did he believe
    himself stronger than the professor? Magically, he knew he was strong, but how about
    will power? How do you know if your will is strong or not?

    "Jump off the table," came the verbal command along with an identical
    mental compulsion. A large part of him wanted to just go along with what was said.
    Going along with it was simple and easy. Painless.

    But the part of him that cared had a problem with blindly obeying this command.
    That part knew itself to be the master of his own mind. The master of his own
    magic.

    "No, sir," Harry replied. The euphoric feeling was suddenly gone. "I don't feel
    like it. I think I'll stay up here a few moments longer."

    There was a shocked expression etched into Alastor Moody's face for a moment
    before he schooled his face to that of an approving look. Then the man turned to the
    rest of the class.

    "Fifty points to Gryffindor," Moody pronounced, with a lick of his lips, "for
    disobeying a professor. Potter here fought off the Imperius curse in under
    one minute. Very impressive. Each of you will get a turn now to see if you can do any
    better. Line up."

    At the conclusion of the class, Moody hurried over to speak with Neville
    Longbottom. The boy had taken the demonstration of the Cruciatus hard. Harry,
    however, was deeply disturbed for a different reason. He decided to take a trip to
    see the headmaster.

    

    .

    

    "Ah, Harry," Dumbledore said with a smile. "You must have something grave on your
    mind if you are up here to visit me instead of spending your free period out among
    your friends."

    Harry smiled at the professor's assessment. "Sorry to disturb you sir, but after
    my class with Professor Moody, I had some questions about the nature of magic that I
    think only you can help me with."

    Dumbledore inclined his head, giving the Gryffindor student permission to
    continue. "Lemon drop?" he asked just as Harry began.

    "No thank you, Professor," Harry said with a shake of his head. "Professor Moody
    gave us a class on the Unforgiveable Curses today, and afterwards I was left
    wondering why these curses are Unforgivable and not other spells."

    "An important question, Harry, but one I believe Professor Moody could answer as
    well as I."

    "Yes, sir, I understand he's my Defense professor, but…I think what we both know
    about magic is part of it, so I thought it best to come to you."

    "I see. So, my boy, what is on your mind?"

    "Well, sir, I understand that the Ministry classifies spells as 'dark' for
    different reasons. If the spell can only be used to harm others it's labeled dark. If
    it causes irreparable harm to either the caster or a sentient target it is classed as
    dark. I can understand that, sir, but Professor Moody said something about the
    Imperius curse that made me wonder why it was classed as an unforgivable."

    "What was it that he said that caused you to have this doubt?"

    "He said the caster could make the victim do either good or evil," Harry
    said meaningfully. "So, I was thinking, why make this spell an Unforgivable? Even the
    Killing Curse can be used to kill someone who is evil for a good purpose. So, why is
    it considered 'unforgivable' while other spells are just considered dark and have a
    light penalty? The Cruciatus I can understand, and I can agree with the Killing
    Curse, but why the Imperius, sir?

    "I mean, I know using dark curses can turn a wizard towards darkness. That's been
    covered in class quite thoroughly. But isn't that also a matter of intent and belief,
    sir? If I think I'm doing what is right when I cast the spell, even if the Ministry
    considers it dark, won't my belief in the rightness and goodness of my act prevent
    the magic from corrupting my soul?"

    Dumbledore sucked in his breath. "I can see now why you decided to bring this
    question to me and not your Defense professor. I am grateful you came to me with
    this. You have asked a very deep question, Harry." After a moment of consideration,
    Dumbledore looked at Harry directly. "Your intuitions are correct Harry. It is the
    intent and belief of the caster that is the root cause of corruption of the caster of
    dark magic, not the spell itself. And that, Harry, is the answer to why the
    Unforgivables are so terribly illegal."

    "With the Cruciatus curse and the Killing Curse, I can see it, but not the
    Imperius," Harry responded. "The Imperius doesn't hurt the person you are doing it
    to. Sure, you can make someone do bad things, but shouldn't whether the curse is
    illegal or not depend on what you make the person do under the curse? The curse
    itself doesn't hurt you at all. Actually, it felt quite pleasant."

    Albus Dumbledore reacted with such shock and alacrity that it greatly surprised
    Harry. In a flash the wizened wizard was standing inches from Harry, looking into his
    eyes with a piercing gaze. "How do you know the feeling of the Imperius curse,
    Harry?" A moment later, without even waiting for Harry's response, Dumbledore
    stumbled back away from him and placed his right hand over his heart as if in
    pain.

    "Professor Moody demonstrated it for us, to help us know how to fight it. He
    didn't use the other curses on students, of course. Only on—"

    "A spider," the professor finished for him. "I'm sorry, Harry. I did something
    just then that was not polite. I looked into your mind as you thought. But I had to
    know for sure. This is quite shocking." After Dumbledore collected his thoughts for a
    second, he returned his gaze to Harry. "Harry, you must never be alone with Professor
    Moody. He cannot be trusted. I am afraid he may have gone Dark already, and if he has
    not, he is in danger of going completely over to the other side."

    Harry blinked in surprise. Sure, Moody was gruff and aggressive, but he was using
    the spell to teach students to defend themselves, not to cast it on others. "Sir, I
    don't understand…"

    "Harry, the Unforgivable Curses are unforgivable because to cast them successfully
    you must have an evil desire in your heart. It's not just the effect of the spell
    that is so horrible, but the actual casting of it is itself a dark act. There are
    many spells that can cause harm, many spells that can kill and be used for evil. But
    the specific nature of these three spells require ill intent to even be able to cast.
    You, Harry, for all your power and knowledge of the nature of magic, could cast the
    Killing Curse a hundred times and you wouldn't be able to kill a small cat. Because
    you are good.

    "The Killing Curse is designed for one thing and one thing only: to end life. To
    cast the spell you must want the target dead. Not just to protect others. Not to
    prevent a greater evil. You must, deep in your heart, with all your soul, want your
    target to die. You must comprehend their life and their being and then want to end
    it. Do you understand that Harry? Even on an animal, to truly want it dead…"

    Harry started to get it. The intent. The belief. It made it so much worse than
    just a green flash of light.

    "You already understand why the Cruciatus is a dark spell. You must desire your
    target to suffer terrible agony. But what of the Imperius, Harry? What is it that
    powers this spell? It is a desire to take the free will of another and bend them to
    your will. To successfully cast the Imperius curse, you must genuinely desire to
    dominate another. It is impossible, Harry, to cast any of these spells without having
    gone so far towards the Darkness that you can no longer be in the Light. And for that
    reason, with that comprehension, they were made Unforgivable. Anyone who casts such
    spells on another witch or wizard has no place in magical society."

    Harry Potter felt it then. How used he had been while under Moody's compulsion.
    The idea of a wizard wanting to bend him to his will turned his stomach. He felt a
    little frightened.

    "Harry," Dumbledore said gravely, "I believe we have found the one who entered you
    into the tournament. Now we need to find out why. He will be under constant scrutiny.
    But you must not be alone with him or allow him to place you under a spell
    again."

    Harry nodded. They would both be watching Alastor Moody from then on.

  


  
    12. Wrath of the Seer
  

  
    Chapter 11: Wrath of the Seer

    Harry returned from the Dark Forest numb. Dragons. The first challenge of the
    bloody Tri-wizard tournament was dragons. He was literally going to have to battle a
    dragon!

    He was of half a mind to go straight to Dumbledore and demand that he get him out
    of the contract by destroying the Goblet of Fire. Sure, there would be some Death
    Eater or traitor out there still plotting how to kill him, but that would be much
    better than facing a dragon which would already have a pretty good idea of how it
    would want to kill him. But something inside him refused to take that course of
    action. He would compete in this tournament and figure out a way to beat a dragon. He
    didn't know why, but that was what he'd do.

    He really had to thank Hagrid for letting him in on this little secret. So,
    instead of heading back to Dumbledore to demand he release Harry from the contract,
    he went back over to Hagrid's hut to thank him for warning him. That was when Harry
    learned that Ron Weasley had already known about the dragons and had not shared that
    information with him. Ron's own brother was one of the dragon handlers.

    After thanking Hagrid for the early warning, Harry marched off back to school to
    find his supposed best friend. When he saw Ron sitting there in the courtyard
    laughing and smirking with Seamus Finnigan, his rage was inflamed. He strode over to
    where Ron and the other Gryffindor by were sitting and gave him his best glare.
    "You're a right foul git!"

    Inwardly Harry cringed at the weakness of his own insult. It was kind of hard to
    think up clever insults though when you felt torn up inside with anger and betrayal
    the way Harry was feeling. Under the circumstances, it was really the best he could
    do.

    "Oh, you think so, do you?" Ron shot back, rising to his feet, clearly finding
    Harry's insult hurtful enough.

    "Yeah, I know so," Harry retorted, glaring in Ron's eyes and getting in his
    face.

    Ron was equally flustered. There he had been, just sitting with Seamus and
    laughing about the recent Quidditch results, when Harry Potter just came up to him
    and insulted him. And there he had tried to make the first move to reconciliation by
    telling Hermione that Seamus had told Dean that Parvarti had heard that Hagrid wanted
    to see him! Of all the ungrateful…this couldn't stand.

    Ron started to pull his wand out. Threatening with a hex was how he was used to
    his family squabbling with each other. It's how all the older boys had bullied him
    over the years. How his mum would have acted if one of her children were acting out.
    Most of the time nobody actually ever cast anything anyway. Harmless, really. Just
    posturing. It was just the natural thing for him to do. "Why I ought to…"

    A moment later, Ron was looking at an angry Harry Potter with his own wand drawn
    and leveled at him. Ron gulped.

    "You ought to what, Ron?" Harry demanded.

    Ron wisely, and carefully re-sheathed his wand. Ron was under no illusion that he
    could take Harry in a straight up fight. Not since the other boy had cured a werewolf
    and destroyed a bloody dementor had he considered himself an equal to Harry in terms
    of magic, if he ever really had thought so.

    "That's what I thought," Harry couldn't help but say loud enough that everyone
    could hear. Harry turned on his heel, leaving a reddening Ron Weasley to stand there
    looking like a coward. But each step Harry took, he felt a deeper and deeper sinking
    feeling about this latest blow up with his first friend in the whole world. His
    desire to save his friendship with Ron warred with his adolescent need to appear
    strong. The desire for friendship was about to win, about to have Harry turn around
    and offer an apology for blowing up at Ron like that, when he heard a sound behind
    him. There were gasps, and then a familiar sounding ominous voice.

    "The boy who destroyed the Dark Lord shall fall," Harry heard the
    sound but couldn't actually believe what he was actually hearing. "When the
    shadow of the dragon clouds the hallowed grounds then will flame burn the last of the
    Potter line and the Boy-Who-Lived be seen within the jaws of the beast." And
    then there was a moment of silence, when nothing at all was said.

    Harry turned slowly around to see an ashen white Ron Weasley standing there as if
    dumbstruck. Half of all the eyes were staring at Harry. The other half were looking
    at Ron in fear and surprise.

    All thoughts of making up with Ron disappeared as Harry stared at the red head
    disbelievingly. Slowly the blood returned to Ron's face. The Weasley boy had been
    shocked at what he had done, and he could see the hurt on Harry's face. Harry was his
    best mate, and he had just made a prophecy about his death. What if it came true? But
    then he remembered Harry's wand pointing at him and the humiliation. Slowly, the
    terror of what he had done gave way to a stubborn determination. Harry may be the
    Boy-Who-Lived, but Ronald Weasley was a seer! Even if he was just making it all
    up.

    

    .

    

    "We're at a crossroads here, Harry," Dumbledore said to the distraught teen
    sitting across from him with his head in his hands. The boy had taken two
    lemon drops. This was clearly a very serious matter.

    The entire school had heard of this new prophecy in a matter of a couple hours.
    The Daily Prophet had produced a special evening edition paper in order to publish
    the news. The gossip mongering was now constant, and no amount of point deducting was
    going to settle things down. As it stood, it seemed everyone in the castle firmly
    believed in the prophecy. Meaning it had a very high likelihood of coming to
    pass.

    "Crossroads?" Harry asked. "What do you mean, professor?"

    "We have a large number of courses of action available to us, Harry. And there are
    many courses of action that would be very inadvisable."

    "Such as getting eaten by a dragon?"

    "Yes, that would be most inadvisable," Dumbledore said with a twinkle in his eye.
    "The upside to that particular plan would be that it would clearly cement Mr.
    Weasley's growing reputation as a seer. The downside…"

    "Would be the chomping, bloody death, and digestion," Harry finished. "Yes, I'm
    pretty sure Plan A is not really what I want to go with here."

    "Another option would be to denounce Mr. Weasley as a fraud. You would need to
    provide an explanation for the lightning bolt, possibly accuse your friend of
    performing a dark ritual to produce the result in order to build up his fame and
    reputation. But once you can prove that a single prediction he has made was
    fraudulent, the media will do the rest." Dumbledore watched Harry's expression
    carefully.

    To the headmaster's joy, Harry's expression was one of horror, not cunning.
    Revenge was not in Harry's heart.

    "That would ruin Ron!" Harry protested. "I mean, yeah, maybe he deserves it for
    making a prophecy like that about me, but I can't really do that to him. He'd be
    crushed."

    "Indeed," Dumbledore replied. "Most likely he would be sent to Azkaban for the
    crime. Fraudulent Seership is a very serious crime."

    "Hang on, but isn't all prophecy fraudulent?"

    Dumbledore shook his head. "Oh, no my boy. If making up a prophecy was illegal
    then I could not in good conscience permit the teaching of Divinations at this
    school. No, what would make it illegal would be attempting to cause your own prophecy
    to come true through trickery."

    "But Ron isn't guilty of that, though!"

    "To a degree, he is, Harry. He is using the foreknowledge of the dragon as a part
    of the first challenge to establish his prophecy. A clever lawyer could get him off,
    but I am certain that your testimony used against him would sway the Ministry."

    Harry shook his head. "I don't want to do that, Professor."

    "Unfortunately, Harry, you may find that is the best option. You must balance the
    cost of one friend's reputation and freedom against your life and the fate of the
    entire Wizarding world." Dumbledore spoke quietly and firmly, keeping his eyes on
    Harry the whole time. "We must always balance our choices against the cost it will
    take, and ultimately decide on the course of action that causes the least harm and
    promotes the most good. At times, we must choose a lesser evil in order to promote
    the greater good."

    "That's terrible! How can I make a choice like that? My own life or my friend's
    reputation and time in Azkaban?"

    Dumbledore nodded. "Yes, Harry. At times those are exactly the sort of choices
    that must be made. Fortunately, however, those are not the only choices we have
    in this situation."

    Harry looked up at the kindly headmaster and realized that Dumbledore had
    intentionally led him to believe he was faced with just those two choices in order to
    help him understand the burden of leadership. Now he understood a little part of what
    Albus Dumbledore had to do almost every day of his life. Weigh one choice against
    another. Sometimes one life against another.

    "So, what else can we do?"

    "One option would be for you not to compete. Either you can sacrifice using magic
    for a year and accept a minor curse to make it appear the curse is affecting you, or
    you I can destroy the Goblet of Fire before the first challenge. In either case, we
    would then claim that we believed taking these steps would prevent the prophecy from
    coming true, making it a mere vision rather than true prophecy. Ron's reputation
    would remain intact and you would remain alive. Neither of those choices are
    advisable, but they are options."

    Harry shook his head. After his talk with Dumbledore he had realized the perils
    wizarding society would face if the people believed they could easily escape from
    contracts. And giving up his magic for a year was just asking for a dark wizard to
    come kill him. "What else?"

    "The last option I can think of is to compete normally, but avoid getting burned
    and eaten—which, unfortunately, will be rather difficult enough without a prophecy,
    and even more so with one since the combined belief of all the witches and wizards
    present would work to make it happen."

    Harry frowned. "But if I compete and don't die, won't Ron's reputation be
    ruined?"

    "Well, in the first place, if you compete and do not become a meal for the dragon
    you can hardly be blamed. It will be entirely Mr. Weasley's fault for making the
    prediction in the first place and the burden will fall entirely on him. Secondly, as
    long as there is a dragon there, some people will interpret his claim as partially
    true. He will still have something of a following, but others will find reason to
    disbelieve in your friend's predictions."

    Harry frowned. "That sounds like the best option."

    "But it also happens to be the most dangerous—other than 'Plan A'. You must weigh
    the risk of that against the possible positive outcome."

    Harry understood. It was a difficult decision.

    "Usually, Harry, I would not hesitate to make the choice that I believed to be for
    the greater good. I am, I must say, right more often than I am wrong." The brief
    twinkle in the old wizards eyes was soon eclipsed by the resigned tone to his voice.
    "Unfortunately, I cannot be the one to decide things for you for all your life, not
    when you know as much as I. Your responsibility in this world is as great as mine.
    Perhaps in time it will be even greater."

    "I know, Professor. Thank you for helping me think things through. I'll let you
    know if I need you to destroy the goblet for me or if I need any more help.

    Albus Dumbledore nodded. Harry left to go back to his room to sleep. He had a lot
    of decisions to make, a lot of preparation to do. Not just his own fate rested on his
    choices.

    

    .

    

    Author's Notes: I've received a complaint about the story
    that I believe is probably common to many readers. As such, I thought I would share
    my response to the criticism. I listen to criticism, but don't always agree with
    it.

    One reviewer commented that they disliked my following the Tri-Wizard
    tournament format (I can understand that, it is done so very often) and they thought
    Harry was dumb to go along with Dumbeldore's idea. That he knew that Dumbledore was a
    liar, and that the Headmaster was manipulative. Here is my reply to that part of the
    criticism:

    

    This is not a Manipulative!Dumbledore story. The way I'm portraying
    Dumbledore, he's doing his best to do the noble thing. He still has bouts of hubris,
    but so far the only really bad thing he has done in this story is leave Harry with
    the Dursleys knowing they were severely mistreating him. (Obliviating Hermione was
    done for her own good, as well as that of the wizarding world at large.) Keep in mind
    that when Harry came up with a solution that hadn't occurred to the headmaster, he
    was willing to do so, but asked Harry if he'd be willing to participate to catch the
    one trying to set him up. He is asking Harry to take a risk, but one meant to reduce
    the danger to Harry, not increase it (whether you agree with that assessment or not
    is another matter).

    And as for Harry being dumb in this story, I really don't see that at all.
    Unlike in canon, Dumbledore has explained everything to him, at least everything
    except the horcruxes. Harry is coming to understand the responsibility Dumbledore has
    undertaken in preserving life and society, and he believes in it. It's trust, but
    it's not blind trust. A break in belief in certain institutions of magic would really
    have disastrous effects and Harry can see it. Which is why Harry's trust in
    Dumbledore is not misplaced here.

    I understand why Dumbledore has a bad reputation among fanfic writers. What
    Rowling wrote describes someone who is irresponsible and callous about the lives of
    others by his actions. But I don't think she intended him that way. I believe her
    early portrayal of him as kindly and wise was what she wanted to be his defining
    characteristic. The plot simply didn't bear that out, so the fanfic backlash against
    him is understandable.

    But in this story Dumbledore is disguising the truth about magic because
    otherwise the world would disintegrate into madness. He is both able to manipulate
    events through is knowledge, and at other times constrained not to act on what he
    knows because the consequences of doing so could be worse than what he would try to
    effect. He's trying, and doing not so bad a job.

    I don't expect everyone to like my choice of a non-evil or manipulative
    Dumbledore (except as is required by the secret he knows), but I hope this helps
    people understand where I'm coming from as an author and why he isn't getting bashed
    here.

    Thanks for reading, and feel free to let me know how you feel about this via
    review or PM.
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    Chapter 12: Prophecy Fulfilled

    Ron Weasley was starting to hate himself.

    He watched as the first contestant, Fleur Delcour of Beauxbotons Academy of Magic,
    faced off against her dragon. Ron had, of course, seen dragons before when he had
    visited Charlie. But then he had been rather far away, with the comfort of his
    parents. Now that he could see the dragons up close he realized just how truly
    massive they really were. He could bloody feel their menace. Then he saw how
    easily someone could be killed. Fleur had skillfully distracted her dragon to
    retrieve her egg, but it had been a narrow thing, a snort of dragon fire burning her
    robe away. The beast's tail had left massive gashes in the ground. To say nothing of
    its teeth!

    As menacing as the dragon had been and as nail biting the event, he felt even more
    nervous and agitated between the time that the French witch left the stadium and the
    time that the Bulgarian entered. As bad as the dragons were, it was much worse to be
    left to deal with the guilty pangs of his own conscience. It really didn't matter if
    Harry had entered himself or not. How could he have ever have wished his best friend
    killed by a dragon? Why had he chosen to make up a bloody prophecy like that about
    Harry Potter, the boy who had been his friend since their first train trip to
    Hogwarts?

    Ron looked down at the magically spinning and morphing button on his chest.
    "Support Cedric; Potter Stinks!"

    With a sick feeling he removed it from his robes and destroyed it with an
    incendio spell.

    He didn't even watch Viktor Krum facing his dragon. Ron rushed down the stands to
    the champions' tent. But he was barred at the entrance.

    "Only champions and zer escorts are permitted in ze tent," came the gruff rebuff
    from the prefect, one of the students from Durmstrang, standing guard outside.

    "I've got to speak to Harry," Ron demanded.

    "Oh, vhy didn't you say so? Ov course you can go in…" the prefect began, "Vight
    after your name comes out ov ze Goblet ov Fire." The prefect move to stand between
    Ron and the tent entrance.

    Ron frowned. Then he shouted, and started to try and push past the prefect.
    "Harry! Harry! Don't do it! Don't try and go against that dragon!"

    Annoyed, the Durmstrang Seventh Year froze Ron in place with a deft wave of his
    wand and a gruffly spoken immobulus. Ron was then taken back, the prefect
    guiding Ron's immobilized body along with flicks of his wand, over to the Hogwarts
    stands where Professor McGonagall unfroze the boy. She nodded to the Durmstrang
    prefect, who left her student in her care.

    "Mr. Weasley," she began, "you cannot wander around this stadium at will…"

    Ron gulped and listened to the lecture he was getting. Krum's dragon had already
    been escorted off the grounds and the next dragon was brought in. It was a Hungarian
    Horntail, one of the most vicious of all the Great Dragons. Ron suddenly started
    shouting. They had announced Harry's name.

    Ron was overcome with a terrifying fear. "Harry! Harry! You don't have to do this!
    Don't go out there, mate! Please!"

    The past two days Ron had been the center of attention once more. He had gotten an
    interview with Rita Skeeter who had asked him how he felt about Harry's chances. Ron
    had pretended not to remember what he had said, claiming that he had been moved by
    the Inner Eye to speak what he had said. He said a few more things as well, including
    his certainty that if Harry competed in the event, his prediction would come true.
    The words he had said in that interview were coming back to haunt him now.

    It was his worst fear. But it wouldn't really come true, right? He had just been
    making it up to get back at Harry for threatening him with his wand. It was just
    something he had thought up.

    Like he had with Neville and the bolt of lightning.

    All the anger and hurt he had felt over Harry being in the tournament melted away
    at the prospect of his friend's death. Now, faced with an enormous dragon about to
    eat his friend, according to his own prophecy, he no longer believed Harry had put
    his own name in. His jealousy over Harry Potter's fame and power felt so petty to
    him. But Ron could only look on futilely.

    Harry was walking out to his doom. Ron watched as Harry entered the stadium
    looking calm. If Harry had heard Ron, the youngest Tri-Wizard champion didn't
    acknowledge him. Ron's heart started to beat faster.

    What was Harry doing? He was standing up, challenging the dragon openly? And then
    Harry cast his first spell, and suddenly the entire arena was shrouded in dust. When
    the dust settled, there wasn't one, but a dozen Harry Potters standing there! They
    all ran together in a line, heading across the path of the mighty dragon. The
    Hungarian Horntail turned its gray-scaled head and breathed a gout of fire that
    burned through the entire line of Potters, from the first to the last.

    "NO!" Ron heard himself screaming, along with audible cries from many of the
    crowd.

    But then, impossibly, Ron watched as Harry shot up from the ground on his broom!
    The Boy-Who-Lived flew right across the dragon's nose causing it to turn its angry
    gaze his way. It flapped its wings, pulling at the heavy chains that bound it down to
    the stadium, rising up to the maximum length of the chain in pursuit. Harry dove and
    twisted, trying to keep away from the dragon's sharp teeth and wicked paws. It was a
    marvelous sight to see the daring boy outmaneuver the massive beast. He circled up
    higher and then back down, but Ron noticed that the boy was getting further and
    further away from the egg he was supposed to be trying to capture. And then Ron
    watched as Harry flew back by, aiming to go straight past the dragon and towards the
    eggs. It was the most amazingly daring and exciting thing Ron had ever seen!

    Until the dragon turned its head and snapped its jaws shut around Harry
    Potter.

    Ron screamed again, his eyes burning with tears. It was all his fault, because of
    his prophecy! He had killed The Boy Who Lived! He had killed his best mate! He had
    killed Harry.

    THE END

    of this chapter

    

    Author's Note: Next update...Soon!

    

    .
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    Author's Note: Special thanks to Stromsten for pointing out a
    very serious usage error I've been making since chapter 1.

    

    Chapter 13: Fulfilling the Prophecy

    

    Days before the first challenge

    

    As soon as Harry had discovered that the challenge would involve dragons, he had
    made his way over to warn Cedric Diggory. The Hufflepuff had been very thankful, even
    further convinced that Harry had no interest in winning the Tri-Wizard Tournament and
    had not entered himself. He had been suspicious at first, but he quickly changed his
    mind after seeing how Harry had reacted to his inclusion. Cedric thanked Harry, but
    the younger wizard just shrugged his shoulders. Telling Cedric was the right thing to
    do. All the other champions knew what the challenge was going to be.

    The next thing Harry did was find Hermione. Even without the Marauder's map, which
    Moody had taken earlier in the year, he knew right where she was.

    "Okay Hermione, what can you tell me about dragons?"

    Hermione's eyes went wide. "You think Ron's prophecy is true?"

    "Well, let's just say that I'd rather be prepared than barbecued."

    "Perfectly understandable," Hermione answered with a hesitant smile. It was hard
    to be cheerful when her best friend was forced to face off against dragons. Without
    needing to consult Madame Pince, the school librarian, the young Gryffindor girl went
    straight to the section of books dealing with dragons and pulled out a few large
    tomes. "I noticed these titles when I was doing a bit of light reading on magical
    creatures. Frightfully interesting topic. I haven't had time to read through them all
    yet, but I did learn a few things about dragons that may be useful."

    Harry learned quite a bit about dragons just from Hermione's quick summary. There
    were many kinds of dragons, but the ones most wizards (and Muggles for that matter)
    were familiar with were the "Great" dragons. The Great dragons were of a colossal
    size, yet their powerful wings enabled them to fly through the air at incredible
    speeds. Their scaly skin was thick and durable, strong enough to withstand all but
    the strongest of blasts and attacks while their teeth and claws were as sharp as
    goblin-wrought swords. And it only got worse from there.

    Dragons were magical by nature and possessed cunning and intelligence at least
    equal to that of wizards. Fortunately, the last actual spell-casting dragons had been
    defeated by the wizard-knight, Saint George of Romania over 700 years before the
    founding of Hogwarts. However, all dragons are still innately very powerfully
    magical. This manifested in their ability to resist magical effects, their fiery
    magical breath (so powerful it could reach temperatures great enough to melt stone),
    in their incredible magical sight, as well as in the incredible magical aura they
    possessed.

    Harry was shocked to discover that many dragons possessed powerful Legilimency,
    and as such meeting a dragon's gaze was often fatal. Not automatically as from a
    basilisk, but with a glance into your eyes they could freeze you in place before
    destroying you with their breath or claws, if they didn't tear your mind to pieces
    and leave you a blathering idiot. More powerful dragons had an aura of fear and
    despair that could render wizards and knights alike paralyzed with fright, as well as
    could suppress magical charms and enchantments. What was more, their powerful magical
    eyes were able to penetrate illusions and detect magical effects.

    The more Harry read, the less he felt like competing in the tournament.

    "Potter!" came a harsh voice from behind him.

    Harry spun around, trying to hide his anxiety. It was Mad-eye Moody. Was he going
    to try and do something to him now? The professor motioned for Harry to join him.
    Harry stood, but didn't move from his table.

    "Sir?" Harry asked, his hand moving to rest on Hermione's forearm, needing her for
    backup.

    "A word with you, Mr. Potter," Moody repeated and again gestured that Harry should
    join him.

    "Oh, of course, sir, but I'm here with Hermione. We can go ahead and discuss it
    right here, sir. I'm sure Hermione can be trusted." Unlike Alastor Moody. Harry had
    no intention of being alone with the former auror, the man Dumbledore suspected of
    being the one who had forced him to enter the Tri-Wizard tournament.

    Moody was about to object when he saw the books that Harry and Hermione were
    studying. He nodded with approval. "I see you and Miss Granger are studying up on
    dragons. That's good. Can't be too prepared. So, what is your plan, Potter? How do
    you intend to get past it?"

    Get past it? Harry had not been aware of the nature of the challenge before. He
    was thinking of how to kill or incapacitate the beast. But if all he had to do was
    get around it… Harry wondered if Moody was supposed to be telling him this.

    "Sir, are you supposed to be…you know…helping me? Isn't that sort of against the
    rules?" At that, Hermione shot the one-eyed professor a disapproving look. A
    professor not following the rules? Scandalous!

    Moody snorted, then went on a short rant about how the other champions were
    getting 'illegal' help from their headmasters. He nearly spat Karkaroff's name when
    he talked about Krum. "…and I can assure you that each of the other three are making
    a plan right now that plays to their strengths. So, Potter, what is it that you're
    good at?"

    "Well, I'm getting okay at Charms, and my Defense is good for a Fourth Year," he
    began.

    "Bah, Fourth Year spells won't cut it against a dragon, boy," he growled out,
    before his tongue flicked up to lick his lips. Then he took a quick swig on a metal
    flask. "What is it you're truly gifted at?" Moody pressed.

    "Well, I can fly, sir, everyone says I'm good at flying," Harry replied.

    "More than just 'good' from what I hear," Moody responded. "You're too young to
    overpower a dragon, Mr. Potter, but no reason you can't outfly it while it will
    be chained down."

    "But sir, I'm not allowed to bring a broom…"

    "You're allowed your wand, ain't ya?" he retorted.

    And with that, Moody stumped away.

    

    .

    

    On his way to see Dumbledore, Harry noticed Fleur Delacour and her entourage of
    French witches. He was about to walk past them when he felt a tug of his conscience.
    It wasn't fair that he had pieces of information that the others did not. Moody
    really should not have given him knowledge of the task ahead of time.

    "Um, Fleur," Harry called out to her nervously has he approached.

    He saw the blond roll her eyes, and the other girls around her had a similar
    reaction. Harry frowned to himself. Perhaps she thought he had cheated his way—

    And then it hit him. Harry suddenly found himself unable to think clearly. All he
    saw was the beautiful woman before him. Fleur…how her hair flowed…how the shape of
    her bosom—

    The inner voice inside him, then one that cared about if he killed his friends or
    not, the one that cared if he did what was right or wrong, recognized the effect he
    was under. With a shake of his head, and a short stumble, Harry cleared his mind. It
    had been a lot like being under the Imperius, but not nearly as strong. He took a
    couple more steps forward, finding the effect increasing somewhat, but he maintained
    control of himself. Now that he could feel the effect of the compulsion, it wasn't so
    hard to control.

    "What 'iz it, monsieur Potter?" Fleur asked him disdainfully. "Do you 'ave a love
    po'em to share with me, too?" she asked in a tone that showed just how little she
    would care if he had.

    "Um, no," Harry answered. "Actually, I have something to tell you about the first
    challenge of the tournament. I got some information that I don't think is fair for
    just me to know."

    At that proclamation, Fleur turned back to Harry in a little surprise. She had
    expected him to be tripping all over himself to try and ask her out. All the boys
    did. Still, she was not all that favorably inclined to the boy who had obviously
    cheated his way into the tournament and then lied about it. Perhaps this was a clever
    way to try and ingratiate himself?

    "I know you know that the first challenge in the tournament will be dragons," he
    started. He saw her eyes widen in surprise of his knowledge of what she had learned.
    She had not realized he had seen her when he was out with Hagrid. That it was dragons
    was the news she had expected Harry to attempt to woo her with, but it was something
    else? "What you might not know is that we have to get past the dragons, not defeat
    them in a battle. And from what I heard, the dragons will be chained down. Just
    thought you ought to know."

    Fleur and the girls with her looked at Harry in surprise. Madame Maxime had not
    shared that with her. This would change her approach.

    "Well, um, good luck in the tournament," Harry offered lamely. "I'll be telling
    Cedric and Viktor later," and Harry started to walk away.

    "Wait," Fleur called out to him. "Why did you tell me 'zis, Monsieur Potter?"
    Harry watched as she cocked her head to the side, her hair silky and radiant in
    the—Harry realized that he was being affected by the allure of her Veela heritage. It
    had suddenly more than doubled in strength.

    "Well," Harry began, "I just thought it wouldn't be fair if I knew about this and
    nobody else did." He gave her a smile and started to walk away.

    "So, you did not do 'zis for me?" She did not add, "because I'm beautiful," but it
    was what she meant.

    Harry shook his head. "I'm just trying to do what's right."

    And then he walked on, leaving the part-Veela champion staring after him. He
    didn't see the smile on her face as she watched him leave. Fleur Delacour no longer
    thought Harry Potter had entered himself into the tournament. Nor did she think he
    was like all the other boys who succumbed to her innate charms.

    For Harry's part, he felt relieved to be away from the French champion. He didn't
    like the feeling of a compulsion. But he had a lot to think about because of that
    brief little encounter. He had felt big fluctuations in the power of the magic that
    radiated out from her. The closer he had gotten the stronger it was, it had increased
    dramatically when she was tossing her hair. Then, when he had started to walk away,
    he had felt the effects drop tremendously. Was a Veela's natural power affected by
    belief in the same way a wizard or witch's magical power was? Would that be different
    from a dragon?

    Harry entered Dumbledore's office with those thoughts on his mind.

    

    .

    

    Harry stepped out onto the field with an exhale of his breath. Time to face his
    dragon.

    Dumbledore had, of course, worked with him on some strategies for dealing with the
    dragon. Honestly, nothing said that Harry actually had to perform well on the task.
    He just had to make a show of trying. Everyone would be satisfied with that. The
    Headmaster suggested a strategy of staying as far away from the dragon as possible
    while tossing out a few token spells and making a run into the arena, yet still in
    the "safe" area the dragon could not actually reach, and then wait for time to run
    out.

    The school headmaster had also gone over some of the plans he and Hermione had
    come up with. Dumbledore was quite impressed with the young witch's suggestions,
    though he did note the potential dangers each one placed Harry in. If the dragon
    shrug off his spells he would be in a vulnerable position. Still, they did have
    potential, and Albus Dumbledore knew that Harry was powerful enough to break through
    the dragon's resistance.

    The Hogwarts Headmaster had a less favorable opinion of Moody's suggestion to try
    to out-fly the dragon. Not that Harry was incapable of pulling it off, it wasn't a
    completely horrible idea, but there were so many things that could go wrong. If
    someone were to hex his broom at just the wrong moment…there were just too many
    variables and dangers.

    Of course, the main reason Harry was out there participating was not to try and
    win. It was so that Bill Weasley, his godfather, Remus, and a few other wizards could
    break into Alastor Moody's office and try to find some evidence of what was going on
    and if he had any confederates. Moody had warded his office quite thoroughly, so much
    so that it would take a significant amount of time for anyone to break in. This
    challenge was a distraction that would surely keep Moody occupied.

    But only Harry knew his second objective. And it wasn't to win the stupid
    challenge.

    Idiot Ron. He should just let the git get what was coming to him. But he couldn't
    bring himself to do it, to let Ron suffer the consequences. Ron had been his best
    friend for so long. No, he had to make sure Ron didn't end up in Azkaban or
    ostracized as a fraud.

    Harry had, of course, heard Ron yelling outside the Champions' Tent. At first he
    had thought Ron was going to insult him. But then the redhead had implored him not to
    face the dragon. Harry knew he should still be furious with Ron, and he was, but it
    really felt good that his friend had come to beg him not to go through with facing
    the dragon.

    "Harry," a voice called from just behind him. It was Arthur Weasley, disillusioned
    so that nobody else would see him. "Dumbledore wanted me to let you know he can still
    stop this if you want. Bill and the others will probably finish up soon, and we can
    make a delay..."

    "No, Mr. Weasley, I'll do it," Harry answered.

    "Alright. In that case, Dumbledore said he was curious which plan you were going
    to use. If you don't mind telling."

    Harry smiled to himself. There was only one plan that would really help Ron. "Tell
    the Headmaster that I'm going with 'Plan A'. He'll know which one I mean."

    Then Harry strode forward. Time to face his dragon.

    As he approached, he saw just how huge the creature was. Hungarian Horntail.
    According to his (and Hermione's) research, they were the most aggressive of the four
    dragons that were being used for the tournament, and especially vicious when
    protecting eggs, as this one was.

    Just before he started to enter the area, a loud shouting voice carried over the
    rest of the crowd. It was Ron. ""Harry! Harry! You don't have to do this! Don't go
    out there, mate! Please!"

    Harry scowled to himself. He could hear the sincere fear and concern in Ron's
    voice. And that was exactly why he couldn't just abandon the challenge. That's what
    mates do for each other. Face bloody murderous dragons.

    But the sound of Ron's cries, the fear in them, was a symptom of the greater fear
    and expectation of the crowd. Nearly everyone present was certain that Harry was
    going to fail this task. Most were pretty sure he was going to be eaten. And as Harry
    walked forward, he could feel the oppressive despairing aura of the dragon itself.
    The dragon was certain of the outcome as well.

    So was Harry. But he couldn't have the dragon chomping on him just yet. He needed
    to turn the feeling in the stadium into something less sure to get him eaten
    prematurely, before he could fulfill the rest of Ron's prediction.

    Which was why he strode forward, careful to mark the range of the dragon's
    furthest possible attack and stopped comfortably outside of that. Everyone in the
    stadium thought he was bonkers for doing so, but Harry had no doubts that Hermione
    had gotten the distance right. Each step had taken him deeper into the dragon's aura
    of fear. But Harry showed none.

    "All of you think I have come here to die," Harry shouted defiantly. "You believe
    this beast is too strong for a little Fourth Year." The dragon roared mightily, but
    Harry still stood there, making himself heard by those in the nearest seats. "But I
    think you're all forgetting something very important," he paused. "I'm HARRY POTTER!
    I am the one who destroyed Voldemort. I'm the one who destroyed dementors! I didn't
    ask for this," he said, letting that hang for a second, "but I will show you that I
    am not afraid this challenge, this dragon, or fate itself!"

    And then he drew his wand.

    There. He could feel it. The collective breaths of crowd was held, waiting to see
    what he would do, and in their expectation, the certainty of his death and the
    prophecy was suspended. The very aura of the dragon before him lessened in
    intensity.

    And then Harry pointed his wand. Not at the dragon, but at the ground in front of
    him.

    "CONFRINGO!" he shouted, pouring his magic into the blasting curse.

    The ground in front of him erupted in dirt and dust, the resulting explosion of
    earth showering the stadium in a choking cloud of debris that hung in the air for a
    while, obscuring everything. Even from the eyes of a dragon.

    Harry used the time to quickly transfigure a number of rocks into simple stone
    golems that looked exactly like himself, down to the clothes he was wearing. It was
    by far the most difficult part of his plan.

    "Accio Shooting Star!" he called, summoning the prepared item from the
    stadium where Hermione had put it. And then Harry transfigured the earth in front of
    him into an embankment. The dust began to settle and Harry cast a complex series of
    charms on the golems he had created, bringing them to life and sending them out from
    the earth embankment to run off in front of the dragon. It was a good thing charms
    were a lot simpler than transfiguration.

    "Confundus!" he incanted, aiming for the deadly eyes of the Hungarian
    Horntail. The dragon was powerful. Harry could feel the strength of its resistance.
    But it was already confused by the shower of earth and the appearance of a dozen
    copies of the tiny wizard. Harry felt his hex take hold, and the mighty eyes of the
    dragon would no longer see quite so clearly.

    Now it was time for him to get going. "Terra Defodio Maximus!" Harry
    incanted just as the Hungarian Horntail roared its flaming breath, burning the entire
    line of Harry Potters he had sent out towards the dragon, down to the end.

    When the last Potter golem in the line had burned, out came the Shooting Star,
    zipping up into the air. The figure on the broom turned and twisted, leading the
    incensed dragon further and further away from the eggs. And then, after a couple
    minutes of aerobatic daring, the broom shot down, right past the dragon. The
    Hungarian Horntail swiveled its head and chomped down on the broom and rider with a
    sickening crunch.

    Screams and cries went up throughout the crowd. Ron's wails were the loudest of
    all.

    And then Harry Potter leaned over to the scorer's table and showed them his golden
    egg. "So, what do you all think? Do I get a good score?"

    

    .

    

    It took a few minutes for the crowd to realize that Harry had not
    actually died. When the dust settled and the Hungarian Horntail was led out of the
    stadium by the dragon handlers, the entire audience could see the newly-dug tunnel
    that led from the massive hole that Harry had created at the start of the encounter
    to the nest of eggs and then back to the judge's table. They could also make out a
    broken stone golem next to the splintered broom. The applause from the crowd was
    deafening.

    When the final points were tallied, Harry received nearly a perfect score, even
    Karkaroff giving Harry 9 out of 10 marks. There was a cry from the press for Harry to
    say something. And so Harry made his way up to the stage. Just a few steps from the
    podium, the Boy-Who-Lived suddenly stumbled, falling flat on his face. There was a
    gasp. And then Harry climbed back to his feet, looking sheepish.

    With a quick cast of sonorous, Harry addressed the crowd of
    reporters.

    "I would like to thank all of you for your support and cheers. You don't know how
    much your faith and belief in me means," Harry began. They really had no
    idea. "I have to thank all my professors at Hogwarts as well, without who I would
    never have been able to do what I did today," he said, giving a very respectful nod
    to the assembled professors.

    Hermione quietly seethed. It was supposed to be 'whom' not 'who' and Harry had
    used a double negative! Honestly. She shook her head.

    Oblivious to Hermione's frustration, Harry continued. "I'd also like to thank my
    dear friend, Hermione Granger," he said gesturing towards the witch who was now
    blushing red at the praise, all thoughts of grammar correction flying from her mind.
    "I doubt I could have come up with half as brilliant a plan as using the gouging
    spell to avoid the dragon." Harry gave her a smile and waited for the crowd to give
    her some much deserved applause for her work. Then Harry turned to one other person,
    someone not expecting to be singled out. "But most of all, I want to thank my best
    mate…Ron Weasley, a true seer."

    Ron was completely shocked, staring up as Harry gestured for the redhead to come
    forward and join him. Ron very reluctantly joined Harry up on the podium, completely
    bewildered by this turn of events. There were still tear stains on his cheeks from
    where he had cried at what he had thought had been Harry's death.

    "Thank you, Ron," Harry said, looking his friend in the eyes very intently. Then
    he turned back to the crowd. "Without Ron's prophecy, I would have been roasted by
    that dragon. Or eaten. Or both. But 'forewarned is forearmed'," Harry quoted. And
    then he repeated the prophecy: "The boy who destroyed the Dark Lord shall fall.
    When the shadow of the dragon clouds the hallowed grounds then will flame burn the
    last of the Potter line and the Boy-Who-Lived be seen within the jaws of the
    beast."

    A murmur went up from the crowd.

    Photos of a triumphant Harry holding up his egg were taken. Then it was Harry,
    Ron, and Hermione standing together. And then just Harry, standing with one hand on
    Ron's shoulder, a smile plastered on both of their faces.

    

    .

    

    Ron was bewildered. Not that such was an uncommon situation, but today he was
    particularly confused by events. First, he had realized what a ridiculous prat he'd
    been being, but too late to do anything about it. Then he saw Harry die. Then, not be
    dead. And then, most puzzling of all, Harry had thanked him for making up a prophecy
    that had nearly killed his friend. What the hell?

    Ron hadn't seen Harry since the challenge and brief photo-shoot. With all the
    photos and the celebrating, they both were just completely busy. And then the cheer
    went up in the Gryffindor common room for the hero of the day, but Ron waited in
    their bedroom for his friend to appear. A minute later, Harry walked into the boys'
    dormitory. The dark haired boy strode across the room with a smile on his face.

    "Harry!" Ron exclaimed, a wild smile on his face, too. It felt so good to have his
    best mate back!

    CRACK!

    Harry's fist connected with Ron's jaw and the redhead found himself on the dorm
    floor, stars going off in his head. Ow. Ron Weasley felt like he was about to sick
    up, but managed to crawl off the floor and brace himself on his bed.

    At least now he wasn't bewildered.

    "Don't you ever make a prophecy about me like that again, Ron," Harry said with a
    voice so coldly angry that the castle ghosts got a chill.

    "Yeah, mate," Ron replied, spitting a bit of blood. At least he hadn't lost any
    teeth. "No worries on that. I never want to do that again. Are…are we mates again?"
    Ron looked over at his first, and best friend.

    "Yeah, Ron, we're still mates," Harry said breaking a small smile. "But you know
    all those chocolate frogs you've gotten because you're the famous seer?" Ron listened
    questioningly, "You've got to give them all to me."

    Ron paled. No…not the chocolate frogs! When would the suffering ever end?
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    Omake 2: Fleur

    A/N: This outtake takes place sometime after Harry has defeated the dragon in
    the Tri-Wizard Cup and withdrawn from the competition. After being posted for a
    while, this chapter will be moved to where it should be chronologically. It's not
    actually part of the main story; it's just for fun. Credit for the majority of
    Fleur's dialog goes to Michael Maltese and Chuck Jones.

    

    Harry Potter had both of his hands up in front of his chest clenched into fists,
    shaking them to psych himself up for what he was about to attempt. He jumped up and
    down on the balls of his feet trying to work up the courage to go through with his
    plan.

    He was going to try and make Fleur Delacour attracted to him.

    It wasn't anything pervy or disgusting. It wasn't even about teenage romance. It
    was for science! Or rather, for magic, but it was still an experiment of sorts.

    Just facing up to the Beauxbatons Beauty was going to be a challenge of its own.
    It made it easier that the castle was mostly empty for the holidays, though.

    When Harry had faced the Hungarian Horntail, he had felt the power of its
    aura. It was something like the Veela allure, but instead of being
    intoxicating desire, it was instead overwhelming fear. Powerful warlocks such as the
    Headmaster also had an aura that they could bring to bear, one that focused the
    intensity of their will on all those around them. In preparation for facing the
    dragon, Harry had cultivated his own aura of power to serve as a sort of defensive
    cloak to combat that of the beast.

    Now that he wasn't facing a dragon, he wanted to put that training to use another
    way. Against Voldemort, he could at best hope that his aura and that of Voldemort
    would cancel out. Will versus will. But, what if he had an advantage? What if he
    could use his aura in different ways?

    And so Harry had studied and focused on altering his aura. He first tried to
    replicate the dragon's aura of fear. At first he hadn't had any success, he could
    alter the aura, but the effect was more confusing than useful. It had taken
    Hermione's help and a stray boggart they had found for Harry to learn to shape his
    aura in such a way that it instilled fear. It wasn't exactly like a dragon, but it
    showed it was possible.

    However, Harry didn't think fear would be very effective against Tom Riddle. No,
    the Headmaster probably had the right of it. It was love that Tom Riddle couldn't
    handle. He didn't understand it, and so had no way to defend against it. For Harry to
    gain the most advantage, he'd need to use the force of his magic to produce love and
    desire.

    Which was why he was now approaching the Beauxbatons champion again.

    "Hey, Fleur, could I speak to you for a minute?" Harry called out, just out of
    range of her allure.

    "But of course," the French witch replied. After seeing Harry's incredible
    performance in the first task and then seeing him withdraw from the competition
    despite being in the lead, Fleur's respect for the younger wizard had increased
    greatly. "What iz eet you wanted to speak to me about?"

    As soon as Harry stepped closer to the blond witch, he could feel the effects of
    her Veela allure. Harry responded by building up his magic, matching her
    aura with the force of his will. Her eyes widened as she felt the force of his
    magic.

    "Mon Dieu!" Fleu exclaimed. "Your power iz trés impressive! I
    'ave never seen a wizard with so much powair so young. No wondair
    you defeated your dragon so 'andily."

    Harry blushed slightly at the praise. "Thanks. Actually, I was hoping I could try
    something related to your allure. If you don't mind, of course…"

    "Normally, Monsieur Potter, I would not approve of zuch a thing," Fleur
    said with a slight frown before changing to a kindly smile, "but for you, I will make
    an exception."

    Harry nodded, then concentrated, getting the feel of Fleur's allure, and
    then directing his own aura to mimic what she was doing. For a few moments, nothing
    happened.

    And then Fleur's eyes went wide and the feeling of allure instantly
    quadrupled.

    "Oh… 'Arry…" Fleur's breath caught in her throat.

    And then she was putting her arms around him, kissing him repeatedly all over his
    face. Muah! Muah! Muah! She only stopped long enough to look up and
    proclaim,"Let's not wait for the Yule Ball, we shall make beautiful musics
    togezair right now!" Muah! Muah! Muah!

    Harry did the only thing he could. He disapparated. Unfortunately, in
    Hogwarts you cannot apparate, which forced Harry to return to right where he
    had left. It was enough, though, he had escaped her embrace.

    Harry quickly backpedaled. "Fleur, hang on, I don't think—"

    The part-Veela eyed Harry predatorily. "Ah, you have done all that could be
    expected, you have resisted your natural impulzes and have run away from me." A flick
    of her wand, and a wall of stone rose up in front of Harry, preventing him from
    getting further away. She quickly pressed herself up against him. Muah! Muah!
    Muah!

    "I tell you what, you stop resisting me and I will stop resisting you," she
    whispered huskily, before resuming her kisses. Muah! Muah! Muah!

    Harry dropped to the ground and then scrambled away, taking off back down the
    hallway. Desperately he tried to reign in his magic, stop the effect of his aura, but
    his heart was just beating too fast. It was impossible to turn off at the moment.

    " 'Arry, you little flirt," Fleur grinned, before she came skipping after him.

    Harry rounded a corner of the hallway, slipping into an unused room. He cast a
    colloportus charm on the door, disillusioned himself, and then hid in the closet.

    In the darkness, a pair of arms wrapped around Harry. "Charming situation is it
    not?" Muah! Muah! Muah!

    Harry shot out of the closet, blasted the classroom door off its hinges, and took
    off down the hall.

    "You are ze corned beef to me, and I am ze cabbage to you," Fleur called. "Come
    back! Ze corned beef does not run away from ze cabbage!" Then she started skipping
    after him.

    Harry climbed up the stairs to the Astronomy tower, leaping two at a time. Then
    three at a time. Harry looked down the stairs, to see Fleur skipping up the steps.
    Four at a time. Harry turned around, but Fleur was there. With a swish of her wand,
    Harry was bound up in rope. Tied to her.

    "How did you get here so fast? You were just down there!" Harry protested.

    "All is fair in love and war, cherie," she said before kissing him
    passionately.

    When Fleur finally let Harry have some air, he shook his head. "Fleur! This is the
    effect of the allure. I'm still underage! Control yourself! Fleur!"

    "Oh, you have made a poem from my name!" She cried out. "I am your guide to love,
    no? Together we shall explore the heights of ze lovemaking." Muah! Muah!
    Muah! "Ze conquest of Evairest will pale into insignificance" Muah!
    Muah! Muah!

    It took all of his willpower to resist, but somehow Harry managed. With a silent,
    wandless cutting charm the ropes holding him were sliced and Harry pulled away from
    Fleur's grasp. Unfortunately, she was between him and the exit.

    So, he dove out the window. "Accio Firebolt!"

    The broom came to just ten feet before he would have hit the castle courtyard.

    "Oh love bundle. Now you are seeking for us a trysting place. Oh, I am touched,"
    she called out to him from the window. "Wait for me, mon amour, I will find you!"

    Harry, on his Firebolt, sped off towards the Gryffindor common rooms, not even
    getting off his broom inside the castle. He reached the painting of the Fat Lady and
    gave her the password. She swung open and Harry rushed inside, panting heavily. Harry
    collapsed on one of the chairs.

    The portrait opened and Fleur skipped in, instantly draping herself over
    Harry.

    "How is it that you can rest when I am so near? We must stoke the furnace of love,
    must we not?"

    "How did you get in?" Harry demanded.

    "I am ze locksmith of love, non?" Muah! Muah! Muah!

    Harry threw up his hands. Well, he had tried.
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    Chapter 14: The Poltergeist

    "Go Cedric!" Harry Potter shouted with a wide grin on his face. Ron and Hermione
    stood beside him whooping and cheering for the remaining Hogwarts Champion.

    Not that any of the champions could hear them. In fact, they none of them could
    hear or see anything that was going on. The Second Task of the Tri-Wizard Tournament
    was rather boring to watch. After the initial excitement of the three champions
    preparing for the ordeal by casting charms or using a slick partial
    self-transfiguration and then jumping into the lake, there was nothing to see. Just
    the lake surface.

    For an hour.

    So, the students of the respective schools took it upon themselves to cheer wildly
    for their champions in a cheering competition. Hogwarts students were easily the most
    boisterous, but it had seemed they were going to be outdone by the witty chants of
    the French, which were done in unison and with some choreography that the other two
    schools were sorely lacking. Sadly, when Fleur Delacour was pulled from the lake
    having disastrously failed, their spirits were dampened quite a bit and it became
    mostly a contest between Hogwarts and Durmstrang.

    Harry grinned as Sirius Black, standing behind him, let out a magically enhanced
    wolf howl that drowned out all the other students combined, overpowering a rowdy
    chant that the Durmstang students had taken up. Harry and Ron immediately chimed in,
    and they were quickly joined by Fred and George Weasley, standing with the rest of
    the Weasley clan just to the trio's left. Most of the rest of the school quickly took
    it up as well.

    Hermione shook her head in exasperation, the one person in the stands not joining
    in howling. "What does a wolf howl have to do with Cedric winning? Or Hogwarts? Or
    anything? Cedric is a Hufflepuff. We should be making Badger sounds or
    something."

    "Come off of it Hermione," Ron said with a shake of his head. "It's not about
    Hufflepuff's animal, it's about being louder than the other schools!"

    "Well, I get that," Hermione said with a huff. "But our noise should have
    some meaning to it, not just a bunch of...well, noise."

    "We've been here for over forty minutes, Hermione! If you're so clever you think
    of a brilliant chant or a sound to make!" Ron retorted. "What would a badger sound
    like anyway?"

    Harry grinned over at his two best friends. It was good to have them back, past
    grievances forgotten. Harry pulled out a Chocolate Frog Card box from his bag and
    watched as Ron sighed in resignation as Harry bit into the sweet confection. Then he
    pulled another out and looked over at Ron. "Want one?" he asked.

    "No, mate," Ron replied with a forced smile. "You keep it."

    Harry grinned, forcing the box into Ron's hands. "Honestly, I'm getting a bit
    tired of them. I'd rather you keep any more you get for yourself, if that's alright
    with you."

    There were tears in Ron's eyes as he looked back over at his best friend. Most of
    his emtion had nothing to do with Chocolate Frog Cards. Most of it.

    "You know, Hermione," Harry said, "it could be worse. We could be down there tied
    up beneath the lake in the Merfolk village as one of the 'treasures' the champions
    had to recover."

    Ron nodded his head in agreement. That would definitely be far worse. "Good thing
    you dropped out after the First Task then, mate. That could have been me or Hermione
    down there."

    "You should be thankful that Dumbledore managed to convince Mr. Crouch that you
    having participated in one task to the best of your ability was enough to satisfy the
    requirements of the magical contract," Hermione said to Harry, her voice taking on
    the bossy tone that she tended to use when talking about rules, regulations,
    studying, and exams.

    "Well, you should be lucky Viktor Krum's interest moved on to someone else," Ron
    countered. "You should have seen him staring at you in the library before he hooked
    up with that Beauxbatons girl. He was like a predator, he was."

    Hermione huffed. "Well, then I should thank you for being such a prat that I
    didn't have time to think of much else," she shot back.

    Their argument was interrupted a short time later when Cedric Diggory emerged from
    the lake with a breathless Cho Chang in tow. The Hogwarts crowd erupted in even more
    massive cheers. A minute or two later, Viktor Krum emerged with one of the French
    school students to somewhat more subdued applause. There was a canon shot as time
    expired and Gabrielle Delacour was brought up to the surface by the Merfolk
    chief.

    

    .

    

    After the announcement of the results, all the students were in high spirits. Ron
    said goodbye to his Dad, Mum, and Charlie (who was still visiting from Romania after
    having provided the dragon that had tried to eat Harry in the First Task) and Harry
    bid farewell to Sirius once more. Unfortunately, Hermione's parents being Muggles did
    not have the opportunity to observe the event, but she was in high enough spirits as
    the trio walked back together to the castle from the lake.

    There was a sudden burst of laughter up ahead and Harry watched as a number of
    students suddenly scattered to and fro, breaking the line of Hogwarts students
    heading back towards the castle gates as a small circle formed around some
    disturbance. Harry watched as a number of students' robes were suddenly lifted up,
    the witch or wizard so affected yelping or crying out in anger or embarrassment.
    Clearly this was the cause of all the commotion.

    "Hoggy-warty students out to play on such a day!" a cruel sounding spectral voice
    cackled. "Peevesy-is playing just like you, up with your robes, whoo-hoo! What
    will you do?"

    The transparent being of pure chaos and entropy flew around the students,
    continuing to pull up students' robes and cackling madly. Most of the students he
    victimized just turned and stormed off, while the others around them laughed or tried
    to help. A few younger students tried to swat him away, ineffectually of course. But
    one girl he had briefly tormented had a far more severe reaction. She screamed at
    him, her face turning red.

    She was a Slytherin, clearly a 6th or 7th year, and the outrage on her face was
    obvious. Harry could see the look on Peeve's ghostly, impish visage and knew there
    would be more trouble. The Slytherin witch's fury delighted it. The poltergeist
    stopped targeting random students and went straight for her, lifting her robes up
    high enough that her undergarments could be seen by the entire school.

    "Oh, the ickle-witchy witch is mad!" Peeves cried in glee, "Come and
    look as she's been had! Off with her robes and undies, too! I'll show her off for all
    of you!"

    But before he could make good on his threat, the Slytherin girl had whipped her
    wand out and shouted a spell that Harry couldn't make out. A flash of dark energy
    flared out, passing through Peeves to disperse into the air. The poltergeist seemed,
    unaffected; however its translucence darkened as soon as the spell passed through it,
    and its visage changed from merely maniacally naughty to cruel viciousness.

    "Now see here, Peeves," the voice of Sir Nicholas called out. "You must not treat
    students so! It is unworthy of a Hogwarts Ghost. Even you!"

    Several of the apparitions had gathered, quite difficult to see in the daylight,
    but venturing out to attempt to diffuse the situation nonetheless. Three of the House
    Ghosts had arrived, along with a few more for good measure. Missing, though, was the
    Bloody Baron.

    Peeves paid them no mind. All of his malevolent attention was focused on the
    student who had just attempted to curse him. He flew down to where she stood wand, in
    hand, and surrounded her with his semi-solid body. In moments, the girl was choking
    and writhing as she slowly ascended into the air. Her eyes were wide with fear. Her
    wand dropped to the ground as her arms flailed uselessly in the air.

    "Thinks to curse Peeves, you do?" the poltergeist hissed angrily.
    "Thinks you hurts me, do you?" The girl rose even higher into the air,
    unable to speak as she continued to choke. "Oh I will teach you! I will teach
    you!" the maddened entity shrieked.

    Harry had seen enough. He had his wand out and stepped forward. He had no idea how
    to banish a ghost, and even less idea on what to do with a poltergeist. But then,
    that hadn't stopped him before.

    There was a sudden CRACK! and everyone, including Peeves
    and Harry, turned to see the arrival of Dumbledore. Wearing a powder blue robe, his
    long white beard tied in neatly in front of his face, the Headmaster looked much as
    he always did. Well, except for the eyes which were hard and deadly. And the crackle
    of power that accompanied him. And the aura of magic that welled up around him in an
    almost suffocating cloud.

    "Peeves!" Dumbledore commanded, "You will release the
    student immediately."

    The poltergeist shook for a moment, but did not release the Slytherin witch.

    "You will release her this instant, Peeves, or the consequences will
    be severe. Heed me, poltergeist!"
    Dumbledore's command became even more insistent.

    Peeves looked to the now towering wizard, then to the crowd of students, then back
    to the one he was choking. "BAH!" it cried out and the student convulsed, her face
    turning red.

    Faster than Harry's eye could follow, Dumbledore's wand was in his hand, waving in
    a large arc as he called out, "Disperdere tentitatem!" A jet of
    white light burst from his wand, engulfing both the Slytherin student and Peeves.

    There was a sudden shriek before the Slytherin student fell to the ground,
    motionless.

    Harry watched in shock as the air above the girl contorted and the form of Peeves
    suddenly burst apart. The transparent form first wavered and then what little
    cohesion the spirit possessed melted into nothing but a gray mist that was rapidly
    fading. It looked as if it were being blown by the wind, no longer the stable form of
    a poltergeist.

    A few students immediately charged forwards to come to the aid of their fallen
    student.

    "Hold still!" the Headmaster called out to them.

    But it was too late. Before anyone could react, the gray mist flowed straight into
    one of the approaching students who fell to the ground beside the Slytherin, jerking
    spasmodically. After a moment, though, the Hufflepuff who had gone to check on their
    classmate stood up shakily.

    "Are you alright?" Dumbledore called out cautiously.

    "Never better," the voice called back. The voice of Peeves. "Always
    wanted to have a wand," it called out from the body of the new possessed
    student, drawing the student's wand and shooting off sparks. "Of playing here
    I've been so fond," Peeves said, as the Hufflepuff's head lolled to the side.
    "But now I think the fun is done. No more will I play in your hall…I think…I'm
    going…to kill you all,"

    The poltergeist finished with a mocking rhyme and a burst of sparks flew out from
    the wand towards Dumbledore. The Headmaster casually cancelled out the wild magic
    with a wand wave, but made no move towards the possessed student. Harry, his own wand
    already in hand, made a quick, silent cast of the expelliarmus spell,
    flicking his wand towards the possessed student. The wand flew out of Peeve's
    surprised hands, straight to Harry.

    "You don't deserve a wand, Peeves. You're a menace," Harry said with steel in his
    voice.

    Peeve's pivoted towards Harry, the body of the Hufflepuff standing unnaturally,
    the poltergeist's eyes fixing on the Boy-Who-Lived with pure malice. In that moment,
    Dumbledore pushed his left hand forward, throwing the body of the Hufflepuff student
    backwards away from him. Peeve's however, had remained in place, now once again in a
    wispy, misty form that floated around somewhat aimlessly, with only a faint
    resemblance to the impish appearance of Peeves.

    Something about it seemed very familiar to Harry.

    "Stay back, all of you," the Headmaster warned. Then with a flick of his wand, he
    summoned the Slytherin student to his side, where she continued to lay
    unconscious.

    After a few tense moments, the crowd heard a wailing sound coming from what was
    left of the poltergeist. As the seconds passed, the wail became a low moan, and then
    an echo, the wispy smoke of his form completely dispersing in the air. Only after
    another minute did the Headmaster release a breath.

    "All of you, please quickly return to the castle. You are now quite safe,"
    Dumbledore pronounced. The Headmaster gestured to the Hufflepuff and the Slytherin
    students who Peeves had victimized as the Slytherin and Hufflepuff Heads of House
    arrived on the scene. "Pomona, Severus, please see to it that your students are taken
    to the Infirmary. Inform Poppy that they have been the victims of possession, and
    that Miss Thornton was partially asphyxiated."

    Dumbledore looked around, noticing the various ghosts looking incredibly
    distraught over what had just transpired. "I would like to thank the Hogwarts Spirits
    for their attempts to help in this matter," Dumbledore gave them a respectful nod.
    "Despite what you have just seen, your position in Hogwarts is much appreciated by
    all of us. So long as you remain loyal to Hogwarts and never cause harm to any
    student, staff, or guest, you will always be welcome here. Please, I ask you to
    return to the castle."

    With that, Dumbledore strode away. After a moment, the ghosts followed him back to
    Hogwarts.

    Harry watched it all, feeling just a bit of shock at the turn of events. His eyes
    lingered just a bit longer on the space in the air where Peeves had just
    disappeared.

  


  
    17. The Meeting
  

  
    Chapter 15: The Meeting

    The front page of the Daily Prophet was covered with a massive moving photo of
    Albus Dumbledore standing in all his glory, wand out and expression stern. There was
    no trace of the kindly, grandfatherly eccentric that the aged wizard projected the
    majority of the time. One of the headlines read, "Chief Warlock Destroys Poltergeist,
    Protects Students" and the article described in uncanny detail how the Headmaster had
    dealt with Peeves and handled the situation. The Headmaster had uncharacteristically
    been missing from the Great Hall during breakfast the past couple days.

    "Can you believe this garbage?" Harry said with a scowl looking at an opinion
    piece in the editorial section. At an inquisitive glance from Hermione, Harry read a
    quote from the article which not so subtly hinted that Dumbledore had a hidden agenda
    in teaching at Hogwarts. "I mean, it's totally ridiculous! And this part where it
    says it's dangerous for students to be around a wizard as violent and powerful as
    Dumbledore, what a load of hippogriff dung!"

    "At least it isn't you this time, Harry," Ron said between mouthfuls.

    With a grimace, Harry turned to page two of the paper for Ron, which featured a
    rather large photo of him brandishing his wand his wand with Dumbledore in the
    background. "Well, nobody is blaming me for anything, but that article on Dumbledore
    makes it out like the Headmaster is raising me to be some kind of weapon or
    something."

    Hermione shook her head in exasperation. "Which is all perfectly silly. Dumbledore
    is not the head of some secret organization out to control the wizarding world. And
    Harry is certainly not his secret weapon!"

    There was a loud squawk, followed by the appearance of Hedwig alighting on the
    table with a large, ornate envelope tied to its left foot. Harry untied the envelope
    with a befuddled expression on his face. He hadn't remembered sending Hedwig out to
    deliver anything to anyone. How then had his faithful snowy owl come by this delivery
    for him? When the envelope came free, Ron gave out an audible gasp.

    "What is it, Ron?" Harry asked.

    "That's an official letter from the International Confederation of Wizards, that's
    what that is!"

    Harry pursed his lips as he opened the letter up. Sure enough, the letter was from
    the ICW, signed at the bottom by the Supreme Mugwump himself, Albus Dumbledore.

    "Well, Harry, what does it say?" Hermione asked anxiously.

    Harry shrugged his shoulders. "Nothing much. Just an invitation to a meeting
    tonight. Apparently, this time Hogwarts is the venue for the meeting and the
    committee is interested in hearing about the incident with curing Remus and then with
    those dementors."

    "Blimey, Harry!" Ron said, picking up on one of Hagrid's speech habits. "Do you
    know how rare it is to get an invitation to an ICW meeting? There's like only a half
    dozen or so people in all of Britain who ever get to go!" An evil gleam appeared in
    Ron's eyes as he took the letter from Harry. "Come on, Harry, let's go rub this in
    Malfoy's face! He'll be mortified that you got an invitation and his daddy never
    has!"

    With a frown, Harry summoned the letter back to his own hands and put it away. "I
    don't think that's a good idea, Ron." Hermione gave Harry a look of approval as the
    young wizard continued. "This is supposed to be a private meeting, we shouldn't
    spread it around that I'm going." Seeing Ron's unconvinced expression, Harry added,
    "Besides, that's something that a Slytherin ponce would do. We don't want to be like
    Malfoy."

    Ron frowned but nodded. "I guess you're right, Harry. You're no fun, but you're
    right."

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    "Welcome to the International Confederation of Wizards," Ablus Dumbledore said,
    spreading his arms open in welcome. Harry Potter sat in a seat directly next to
    Dumbledore's head position, taking in the mostly unfamiliar witches and wizards
    seated around the table. Other than Dumbledore, the only other person Harry
    recognized was Professor Trelawney. "Tell me, Harry, do you know the purpose of the
    ICW?"

    Harry nodded his head. "Well," Harry began, "according to what I've read in class,
    the ICW was created to foster cooperation between nations, mediate international
    conflicts, regulate international commerce and transportation, and to act as a
    judiciary for issues involving international treaties and violations of international
    statutes, such as the International Statue of Secrecy." He smiled over at the
    Headmaster, pleased that his studying up on the subject had paid off and would
    reflect well on the school.

    "Very good Harry. That is 100% incorrect. 10 points to Gryffindor."

    Harry boggled, trying to make sense of the conflicting signals he was getting.
    Praise yet being told he was wrong. A smile and a twinkle from the Headmaster but
    chuckles from the other ICW members. A reward for failure. Not to mention that he was
    sure what he had recited was what all the books on the subject said it was.

    "Confused, Harry?" Dumbledore asked with a smile. "Good. That is exactly how we
    want it. The International Confederation of Wizards publicly tells the witches and
    wizards of the world that our purpose is exactly what you so concisely described.
    When in fact, it is something far, far more important.

    "In truth, the ICW is no more and no less than a secret organization that controls
    the wizarding world from the shadows," Albus Dumbledore said, steepling his fingers
    together and looking at Harry expectantly. "The International Confederation of
    Wizards has inherited the sacred duty of protecting magical beings from themselves, a
    duty passed down from generation to generation since the time of Merlin."

    Harry waited for the punch line for a few seconds, before slowly turning to look
    at the other members one by one. Not one of them looked like they were joking.
    "You're serious," Harry said, his surprise evident. "You mean, the Daily Prophet was
    actually right about you being the leader of a secret organization out to control the
    world?"

    Dumbledore chuckled, a twinkle in his eyes. "Ironically, yes."

    "You really are the leader of a secret organization?" he repeated.

    "Two, to be perfectly honest," Dumbledore answered. "But it isn't quite what the
    paper makes it out to be. While it is true that the ICW is involved in controlling
    the world, it is not for personal gain—at least not beyond the advantage of living in
    a world that hasn't sunken into madness and utter chaos. Rather than regulating trade
    or commerce, Harry, the ICW's primary role is to control the spread of knowledge of
    the true nature of magic."

    Harry was dumbfounded. "There's an entire organization out there just for
    that?"

    "Indeed. It's quite a responsibility. Once you reach the age of majority, you will
    be invited to join the ICW as a full member. For now, you are here as a provisional
    member."

    "And what about my being some kind of secret weapon?"

    Dumbledore gave the Boy-Who-Lived a pointed look, then he gazed over at Sybill
    Trelawney, then back to Harry. "What do you think?"

    "The prophecy, right," Harry said. "Never mind, then. Just checking."

    Dumbledore turned his head from Harry to a white-haired wizard seated on the other
    side of him. "So then, shall we get to business?"

    The man nodded before standing up. "Present: Albus Percival Brian Dumbledore,
    Supreme Mugwump of the International Confederation of Wizards, Mugwump of the London
    Branch of the ICW; Xenophilius Lovegood, Scribe of London Branch of the ICW," he
    said, indicating himself. The wizard, Xenophilius Lovegood, continued around the
    table taking note of each attendee and stating their membership status. Of the twelve
    in attendance, most were from Great Britain, with the Deputy Headmistress of
    Beauxbatons and an instructor from Durmstrang being the exceptions, apparently
    attending out of convenience during the Tri-wizard Tournament. "And Harry James
    Potter, Fourth Year student of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, attending
    as a provisional member under the sponsorship of the Supreme Mugwump."

    Xenophilius Lovegood then passed around a parchment, which each of the members
    briefly perused. Harry had barely begun to read the document when the ICW scribe
    spoke again. "It is moved that the members accept the following as the official
    minutes of this meeting. Any call for amendments?"

    Harry looked at his document, then back at the assembled witches and wizards in
    confusion. The meeting had not even started yet, and Harry could see just from the
    list of attending wizards that the minutes had errors. "You have a question, Harry?"
    Dumbledore asked, noting the boy's confusion.

    "Well, um, yes sir. If I understand the concept of 'minutes' correctly, shouldn't
    they be written during the meeting? And I don't see a Master Parker Po-Fei Huang
    anywhere at this table. Unless he's invisible or something…"

    Dumbledore smiled benignly. "Ah, you were under the impression that these minutes
    are supposed to reflect what actually transpires at this meeting."

    "They're not?"

    "Most certainly not. These are the official transcripts of this meeting.
    The actual content of this meeting will be protected by a socius secretum
    charm, accessible only by members of the ICW."

    With that explained, the meeting began in earnest, and Harry quickly found himself
    in the unfamiliar situation of being both fascinated and bored at the same time. On
    the one hand, he was getting an inside view of exactly how the ICW controlled wizard
    thought, and how they influenced the British government with subtle manipulations. On
    the other hand, the amount of minutiae discussed and the degree of technicality were
    enough to blunt any enthusiasm Harry might have felt about such insights. As topics
    cropped up, Harry endeavored to maintain his attention, but inevitably he found his
    mind wandering in and out of the discussion.

    "…shows a 1.2% increase in the reported belief in the existence of 'nargles' among
    non-readers, as compared to a net .3% drop in the reported belief in
    Wendersnaven…"

    Harry tried to keep up with the discussion of creating belief in imaginary
    creatures, but simply did not understand half of what was being said and his focus
    faded back out. He decided he would be subscribing to the Quibbler, though,
    for kicks if nothing else.

    "…when considering the net Prewett Effect, this revision to The Standard
    Book of Spells Grade 3 will be negligible. Allowing an adjustment of this nature
    would…"

    In a general sense, Harry was very much intrigued in the entire concept of an
    Educational Oversight Department within the Ministry of Magic, but when it came right
    down to the actual details he couldn't care less. There was apparently some way of
    measuring the degree to which one arbitrary way of explaining magic was more
    effective in gaining results than another, presupposing the ignorance of the subject
    of the real nature of magic, but all the discussion of testing methods almost put
    Harry to sleep.

    "…poses far too great a risk of exposure within the Wizengamot. We need a more
    subtle method of introducing such restrictions without…"

    At this point, Harry caught himself almost snoring and tried a little harder to
    pay attention.

    "…which brings us to the matter of reclassification of poltergeists."

    Now Harry was wide awake. The memory of what happened with Peeves was still fresh
    in his mind and realizing that this would have international repercussions allowed
    him to listen raptly as the different members discussed the impact of Dumbledore's
    destruction of Peeves. Here, Harry found he was well enough informed to actually
    follow the discussion.

    A tall, dark haired wizard wearing somewhat stylish deep purple robes was standing
    and speaking with conviction. Harry didn't recognize him, but the way the man spoke
    Harry felt he was a person he should respect. "…to have this occur right on the heels
    of Mr. Potter's destruction of a number of dementors, well, this will be quite a blow
    to the concept of non-beings as a limiting factor on the power of magic. It sets a
    very bad precedent, regardless of the fact that it was the Chief Warlock and the
    Boy-Who-Lived respectively who accomplished these feats."

    "I quite agree, Maximus," Dumbledore said with a nod. "Despite the recent events
    it is critical that we maintain the classification of 'non-beings' and the quality of
    their indestructibility in the mind of the general populace. Seeing as how dementors
    and a poltergeist, two of the most well-known examples of non-beings have recently
    been quite publicly destroyed, this will be easier said than done."

    Xenophilius Lovegood, the wizard serving as the scribe for the meeting, lifted his
    hand and began speaking. "As reported in previous meetings, response to the heliopath
    rumor has been exceptionally positive. Perhaps a leak from the Unspeakables might
    cement belief in their existence? They could easily be classified as non-beings…"

    There were murmurs around the room at this suggestion, too many fractured
    conversations for Harry to follow at once. The French Deputy Headmistress, Madame
    Sandrine Mercier stood and shook her head, "Zat maybe fine for ze English, but I don'
    zink ze French weel believe een zis. Your Quibb-lere iz not so populere in
    Paris, Monsieur Lovegood, as it iz een England."

    A quick furor ensued, Xenophilius appearing genuinely affronted. All present began
    speaking heatedly, the tone of the meeting turning slightly hostile.

    Dumbledore stood and raised his hands, quickly getting everyone's attention.
    "Ladies, Gentleman, there is no need to argue. Xeno's suggestion is something to take
    into consideration, thinking through all the ramifications, but Madame Mercier is
    correct that such a move will not be enough." At that there was a discontented quiet
    before the Supreme Mugwump continued. "I did come to this meeting with an idea in
    mind which I believe will settle this issue. If you will allow me to present my
    suggestion?

    "Rather than adjust the definition of non-being or removing poltergeists from that
    category of magical being, I believe it would be more expeditious to reclassify just
    a single individual. Rather than saying that poltergeists can be destroyed by wizard
    magic, it would be better to say that I was able to exorcise Peeves as I would a
    ghost because Peeves was not, in fact, a poltergeist."

    "But Albus!" a sandy haired witch protested, "Everyone knows that Peeves was not a
    ghost! We can't hope to make a revision like that with so many witches and wizards
    alive who went to school with that...that haunt. And it's in all the current editions
    of the history books. We can't get away with it."

    "On the contrary, I think it is because so many of those involved with the
    incident were familiar with Peeves that it will be easy to convince them." Dumbledore
    adjusted his spectacles, all eyes were on him. Dumbledore's eyes, however, were on
    Harry. "Tell me, Harry, what did you learn in Defense Against the Dark Arts about the
    difference between ghosts and poltergeists."

    With a frown, Harry tried to recall what he had learned back in Third Year. "Well,
    ghosts and poltergeists are both immaterial—you can't really touch them." Harry
    internally winced, realizing that of course everyone already knew what immaterial
    meant. Talking down to the ICW? Smooth. Dumbledore gave him an encouraging nod,
    though, and he continued. "The biggest difference, I guess, is that ghosts are the
    spirits of people who were dead, while a poltergeist was never a person. According to
    our textbook, a poltergeist is made up of pure chaos. A ghost can be forced out of a
    place or even completely out of the realm of the living through an exorcism, while a
    poltergeist cannot be."

    Dumbledore nodded. "Excellent, Harry. That is what is included in the current
    school curriculum at Hogwarts, and I do believe internationally." The foreign ICW
    members each gave a nod. "Poltergeists are noted most of all for being forces of
    chaos: creating clanking noises, causing things to break, disruptively throwing
    objects around a room, and even replaying particularly destructive events that
    occurred as a phatasmic projection. Certainly Peeves displayed all of these traits.
    However, I had always felt that Peeves was more than just a collection of chaos. No,
    I knew a spirit who could touch...who could feel..."

    "He was a person!" Harry interjected suddenly. "You think Peeves was a person
    before!"

    "Indeed," Dumbledore agreed. "If there is anything that can be said about Peeves,
    it was that he had a very colorful personality. But, more than that, he could think
    and reason. It is clear that Peeves was a force of chaos, but it is my belief that at
    some point in time he was a living wizard."

    "Peeves always did look like a person," Harry nodded. "He was even more physically
    solid than the other Hogwarts ghosts. And Fred and George even got him to help in
    their pranks."

    There was some muttering around the table. There were quite a few nods of
    approval, but still some dissent. It was Professor Trelawney who voiced the question
    aloud. "But Albus, it is public knowledge that previous headmasters of the school had
    attempted to expel Peeves and even exorcise him, but failed. How do we account for
    that?"

    Dumbledore was prepared for that question. "By creating an entirely new
    subcategory of spirit. The reason why previous attempts to expel Peeves failed was
    that they were attempting to use spells intended to remove a standard ghost. When I
    cast the spell to exorcise him, I did so with the understanding that Peeves was
    neither ghost nor a true poltergeist, but a exceedingly rare mix of both. We can term
    him an entropic spirit: a subtype of ghost which has chaotic elements similar to that
    of a poltergeist. The very elements that make Peeves the most famous of poltergeists
    will also be used to reclassify him as something else entirely, leaving poltergeists
    as non-beings which cannot be slain or destroyed."

    The motion passed easily, as did the remainder of the meeting. Harry shook hands
    with each of the members before they left. In the end, only he, the Headmaster, and
    Professor Trelawney were left. The Divinations teacher bid her goodbye before
    assuming her batty persona and wandering back out with a wink towards the pair.

    "Professor Dumbledore," Harry said as the aged wizard was about to step from the
    room as well. "I have a question about what happened to Peeves after you—you
    know."

    "Of course, Harry," the professor replied, "what would you like to know?"

    "Well, sir," Harry scratched his head as he tried to figure out how to begin. "I'm
    curious about how Peeves lost his shape and turned into that smoky haze. What was
    that?"

    Dumbledore's eyebrows rose above his spectacles. "A very astute question, Harry.
    Once I cast the spell to exorcise the spirit, Peeves was no longer a proper ghost or
    specter. The term for what he became is a 'wraith'—a disembodied spirit that has lost
    the cohesion that allows it to manifest as a ghost. They are very rarely seen, only
    upon the exorcism of a ghost or the recent destruction of a particularly powerful
    being that is resisting the pull of death."

    "And when the misty form disappeared? What happened to Peeves?"

    "Were Peeves a mere collection of chaotic energies, I would think he had been
    utterly destroyed, just as an image in the clouds is destroyed once the cloud that
    formed it is dispersed in the wind," the Headmaster said with a philosophical air.
    "But as I am convinced that Peeves truly was a spirit with a soul, I can say with
    some confidence that he passed on through death into the next life. Why do you ask,
    Harry?"

    Harry was silent for a moment. "Well, sir," he paused, trying to think the matter
    through, "I believe I have seen a wraith before. Back in my first year. After
    Quirrell was destroyed, the spirit of Voldemort took on a misty form very much like
    what Peeves became. I think he tried to possess me the way Peeves possessed that boy
    from Hufflepuff, but he couldn't." Harry paused again, this time with a frown. "But
    with Voldemort, it was different than from what happened with Peeves. When you
    exorcised Peeves, he immediately started to dissipate and completely disappeared
    after a few minutes. Voldemort, though, didn't seem to be getting weaker."

    Dumbledore made no response, standing near the door with his eyes fixed on
    Harry.

    "What does this mean, sir?" Harry asked after a moment.

    "I'm afraid, Harry," Dumbledore began, "that it means before we can be truly rid
    of Voldemort, that he must first be resurrected."
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    Chapter 16: The Dark Lord's Return

    It happened in just a moment. Alastor Moody roughly grabbed the black haired boy
    as he walked by the teacher's doorway and drug him into his office, the student
    crying out loudly for help. With a gesture from the staff Moody carried, a barrier of
    pulsing blue energy sprung into being around the doorway. Those students who happened
    to be in the corridor at that exact moment backed away in a panic.

    "Stand aside, you fools!" snapped an irate Severus Snape, who just happened to
    have been entering the corridor when it happened, the teacher roughly pushing past
    those students two slow to get out of his way. With a flourish of his wand, the dark
    robed wizard sent several bursts of magic towards the barrier. Despite the Potions
    Master's apparent best attempts, however, the barrier of magic held.

    Cursing audibly, Severus Snape watched through the magical wall separating them as
    inside the professor's office, the figure of Professor Moody grabbed a large
    crystalline cup, the trophy for the winner of the Tri-wizard Tournament. The crippled
    former auror and his victim disappeared together in a flash characteristic of
    port-key travel. That should have been impossible from within Hogwarts without the
    permission of the Headmaster of the school.

    Severus quickly waved his wand, incanting the phrase, "Expecto patronum."
    A silver-white doe formed out of the mist and waited silently. "Go to the Headmaster
    and inform him that Alastor Moody has abducted Harry Potter and has escaped the
    school grounds via portkey." With a nod of its head in acknowledgment, the majestic
    creature turned and bounded away, disappearing through the walls of the castle,
    bearing Snape's message.

    Severus stood a moment longer, looking at the doorway where the boy and the one
    who had taken him had just been, before muttering to himself. "I told the old fool to
    kick Moody out. But as usual, he didn't listen to me, and now…"

    With his fists clenched, Snape stalked away from the scene.

    

    .

    

    In a graveyard far from Hogwarts castle, a ritual was about to begin.

    "Bind him," commanded a raspy voice.

    Peter Pettigrew, holding the grotesquely deformed infant body inhabited by the
    Dark Lord moved to obey, but before he could take more than a couple steps, the newly
    arrived Alastor Moody quickly tossed the boy with the lightning scar against a large,
    gnarled tree, where skeletal ribs quickly extended to trap the boy.

    "There, master, I have delivered the boy to you," Moody said, bowing low.

    "Very good, Barty, very good," Voldemort praised, while Pettigrew seethed at being
    upstaged in performing the task. "But first, return to your own form, my faithful
    servant. I wish you to see my triumph with your own eyes."

    "Yes master," Alastor said, before pulling a silver flask from his jacket and
    gulping down a mouthful of its contents. Within moments, the visage of the grizzled
    auror was replaced by that of a youthful face whose eyes shone with fanatical
    zealotry. With the transformation complete, Barty Crouch Jr. bowed low before the
    infant form of the Dark Lord. "Thank you master."

    "Now, Wormtail, begin the ritual."

    The young man tied up to the tree struggled as the wizard who had betrayed James
    Potter brought the knife to the boy's flesh and cut into his arm. Pettigrew's
    expression was a mixture of sadism and insanity as he drained the blood from the
    child of his best friend. Harry, for his part, whimpered and cried out as he was cut
    and was forced to watch as the rest of the resurrection ritual was performed. The boy
    cringed and closed his eyes when Pettigrew sliced off his own hand to complete the
    formula.

    And then Lord Voldemort rose up out of the cauldron, the infant sacrificed for his
    return no more, and the fully adult dark wizard walked the world in the flesh once
    again. It was a nightmare come true.

    "Robe me," the dark wizard demanded, and Pettigrew complied, placing the dark robe
    over the pale body of his master and handing Tom Riddle's old wand back to him.

    "He's back!" the boy trapped by the bones sobbed. "He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named is
    back!"

    With a crow of triumph, Voldemort looked to the sky and fired a bolt of dark magic
    into the air, creating the deathly skull mark over the graveyard where he had been
    reborn. "Yes, Harry Potter, I am back, and just as powerful as ever! Wormtail, give
    me your arm…"

    Instead of healing his follower's pained arm, as his willing servant first
    supposed, the dark wizard instead used Pettigrew's Dark Mark on his other arm to
    summon his followers back to him, painfully digging his wand into the pitiful man's
    flesh. After several minutes, there were several pops of apparition as one by one,
    the loyal Death Eaters returned to their master's service. Only then did Voldemort
    give Wormtail a magical silver hand to replace the one he had sacrificed. Each of the
    Death Eaters wore the black robes and magical mask of their dark order. Slowly, they
    formed a circle around the resurrected Dark Lord, whose pale, serpentine face and red
    eyes compelled their subservience.

    Voldemort named his Inner Circle in turn, taking their masks from their faces and
    then harshly chided them for not being active in bringing about his return. Only
    Barty Crouch Jr. was spared Voldemort's displeasure. His anger caused his followers
    to fall to their knees, fearing what the Dark Lord would do them for their perceived
    failures. It was then that Tom Marvolo Riddle changed tact, instead of punishing
    them, he waved his arms as if erasing the past.

    "But all will be forgiven. For I am a gracious lord. And today you will all bear
    witness to the world of my return, and of my ultimate strength." Voldemort turned
    away from his followers to address the captive Harry Potter, drawing the attention of
    his audience to the cowering boy. "I had wanted to wait until the Tri-Wizard
    Tournament's conclusion to whisk you away, right under Dumbledore's very nose, but
    since you were too cowardly to compete, I have been forced to move up my timetable."
    Turning once more to his Death Eaters, Voldemort raised his hands in a grand,
    triumphant gesture. "Nevertheless, I have bound my enemy, and will crush him before
    you!"

    This announcement was met with cheers from the assembled Death Eaters.

    Harry Potter wailed. "W-wait, please…" the boy struggled futilely against his
    bonds, tears running down his face.

    "You see!" Voldemort jeered. "Is this the great Savior so many thought could equal
    me? This pathetic, sniveling boy? How could something so weak defeat me, the greatest
    wizard of all time?" Voldemort paused, letting his words sink in. "Oh, I readily
    admit that I did err, when I attempted to take his life as an infant. There was Old
    Magic at play, something I should have seen, but neglected in my haste. And
    I couldn't touch the boy, and so, it was I who was destroyed. But…no matter,"
    Voldemort said as he approached Harry and reached his hand out to squeeze the boy's
    face. "I can touch him now!"

    "N-no, please, d-don't" the boy stammered out a weak protest.

    The Death Eaters all laughed, some mocking the boy's fear, imitating his
    voice.

    "Now, now, we must be fair. Harry Potter is bound and wandless. It is
    understandable that he, a mere boy would be unmanned, as it were, in my presence and
    especially in such hopeless circumstances. So, let me make this fair. Crouch. Release
    Potter and give him back his wand." Barty Crouch Junior bowed, then walked over to
    where Harry was, made a gesture with his hands, and the bone prison released its
    captive.

    "It will all be over soon," Barty said with a leer and stepped a few paces away
    from the boy.

    "Now then you, my most loyal servant, come to join me at my side in a place of
    honor!" Voldemort said, as Harry crawled pitifully on the ground away from the Dark
    Lord, not even making an attempt to retrieve the wand that had been thrown a few feet
    in front of him.

    "Well, I think I'm going to have to say 'no' to that one," Barty Crouch Jr.
    answered. "I have to say, the idea of joining your little group is more than I can
    actually stomach."

    Shocked silence reigned over the cemetery.

    Everything went still for a moment. "What did you say?" Voldemort asked, unable to
    believe his ears.

    "I said, that you're a bleeding maggot, and I'd rather cut off my other leg than
    get your filthy mark tattooed on my arm. Oh, and by the way, that ain't Harry Potter
    who was crawling away from you a minute ago." Barty tossed a small flask towards the
    cringing boy on the ground. "Drink up ya dog, your job is secure for another decade
    at least, I'd wager."

    The boy with the lightning scar on his forehead gratefully grabbed the potion and
    quaffed it down in a gulp. Seconds later, the form of the boy was replaced with that
    of a man. An old man, familiar to everyone in the graveyard.

    Gasps and hisses rang out from the assembled Death Eaters.

    Argus Filch gagged. "Albus never said anything about—" before he could finish, the
    portkey on the bottle he was holding was triggered, and the school caretaker was
    whisked away.

    "That's what the Confundus charm we put on you was for, so you couldn't blab, you
    cantakerous fool," Barty muttered to himself, before pulling out a bottle of
    Unpolyjuice Potion for himself. Seconds later, the form of Barty Crouch Jr. was
    replaced once again with Alastor Moody's original form. "Any trick a dark wizard can
    pull, I can do twice as well, you dunderheads! Constant Vigilance!"

    And with that code phrase, an eruption of white light appeared behind Alastor
    Moody. Behind him stood the fully assembled Order of the Phoenix, Albus Dumbledore
    himself apparating in right beside the man.

    "No! No! Where is Potter?!" Voldemort screamed out.

    "Right here!" Harry responded, stepping out from behind Moody.

    "You alright, there Harry?" Albus asked. "Your first time with side-along
    Apparition can be disorienting."

    "I'm fine, sir." He said, his wand already trained on his foes, who had also all
    drawn their wands. Turning his head slightly to the side, Harry gave an appreciative
    nod to Alastor. "That was bloody brilliant, Professor! But I kind of feel sorry for
    Filch."

    "Nah, don't worry about it. That man deserved at least that much for the hell he
    puts students through each year. At least he was good for something. Now let's see if
    you can put to good use all that I've been teaching you since I was rescued."

    "So, Tom," Dumbledore said, stepping forward with boldness. "You have returned, as
    expected. You should have stayed Vanquished."

    "YOU! This is all your fault!" Voldemort screamed at Dumbledore.

    "Oh, hardly so. I must admit, much of this charade was my idea, but originally I
    had planned for Miss Tonks to be the one to impersonate the Boy-Who-Lived." Albus
    inclined his head at Nymphadora Tonks who curtsied towards the evil Death Eaters. "It
    was Harry's rather brilliant idea to give you the blood of a squib instead."

    "You're welcome," Harry said with a grin.

    With a shrill squeal of frustration, Voldemort unleashed a destructive curse
    towards his enemies, only for the attack to be repelled by a golden dome erected by
    Dumbledore. And then the battle began in earnest, both sides launching spells at each
    other.

    Dumbledore stood confidently against Voldemort, trading spell for spell,
    countering everything the Dark Lord threw at him. "You cannot stand against me,
    Headmaster, even newly reborn I have become more than a match for you. While I have
    gained in power, you are growing old, and feeble."

    "I may be growing old, Tom, but you still have much to learn before you have any
    chance to best me. Between myself and Harry Potter, you are outmatched. You put up a
    decent fight, but you cannot hope to last in strength," Dumbledore paused briefly, a
    sly smile playing about his lips as he brandished his wand, "against an elder and a
    child of prophesy."

    At those words, Voldemort visibly snarled. He redoubled his efforts, bringing
    forth a flaming serpent, only for the attack to be countered by a river of water in
    the shape of a dragon.

    On the rest of the battlefield, the Order of the Phoenix fought valiantly, holding
    nearly even with Inner Circle of the Death Eaters. It was Lucius Malfoy who changed
    the course of the battle. The white-blond haired patriarch hissed an order that
    redirected the Death Eater attack. "Take out the boy! Ignore the others!"

    Nott, Goyle, and Crabbe formed up as an offensive unit and hurled vicious curses
    towards Harry in tandem. The Order Members, who had been careful to spread their
    shielding duties around evenly, were unprepared for the shift in attack. It would
    prove to be the pivotal moment of the battle.

    It was in that moment that Harry showed he didn't need the Order to protect him.
    "Protego Maximus!" Harry shouted as he stepped forward, leaving the
    protection of his allies' group shield, marching head-on for the spear-head of
    wizards targeting him. The golden shield that sprung up around him deflected their
    combined attacks, surprising nearly everyone present. And then Harry counter-attacked
    with triple combination of spells one after another. "BOMBARDA! CONFRINGO!"
    The first two spells smashed aside their defenses. "REDUCTO!" On the third
    spell, Harry brought his hand and wand forward together in a motion as if sweeping
    aside all before him. The spell blasted all four of his opponents completely out of
    the field of battle, the force of the spell ripping up the area of the graveyard,
    sending gravestones, dirt, and even dead bodies flying backwards away from him.

    All the fighting other than Voldemort and Dumbledore came to standstill as the
    combatants took stock of what had just happened. A young boy had just overpowered
    four adult wizards and devastated the battleground.

    "Holy Merlin!" Tonks spoke for everyone.

    Seeing his force suddenly weakened, Voldemort fled, disappearing with a crack of
    apparition. The remaining Death Eaters bugged out as well.

    Dumbledore was by Harry's side in an instant, clapping him on the back before
    putting his arm around Harry and standing beside him. "Well done, Harry! Well done!"
    Then the Chief Warlock of the Wizengamot, Supreme Mugwump of the International
    Confederation of Wizards, and Headmaster of Hogwarts turned to the rest of the Order
    as the group looked at the pair of powerful wizards standing side bye side. "Well
    done everyone! We have won this first battle."

    Then to Harry alone he added, "Now let's go back, and win this war."
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    Chapter 17: Library Interlude


    Hermione Granger looked at Harry. He was sitting just a few tables away in the
    library studying intently from several texts. Ever since the return of Voldemort,
    Hermione forced herself to think the name instead of one of the several euphemisms
    used for him, Harry had been hitting the books even more seriously than ever before.
    It was as if Harry suddenly got it, why studying was so deathly important.
    Finally.

    Which made her feel guilty about what she had just done.

    Hermione bit her lip as she perused the parchment in front of her. She knew she
    should not have been doing this. It was wrong to have broken into Professor
    Flitwick's office and wrong to have taken another student's work. Even worse, she
    absolutely knew that it was very, very wrong to be jealous of another student's
    success, especially when that successful student was her best friend.

    It wasn't in Hermione's nature to do things she knew were against the rules, but
    this had been nagging her for more than an entire school year now, and well, if she
    had started to pick up some of Harry Potter's rule breaking habits, he only had
    himself to blame.

    The brown haired witch's eyes scanned the words on the parchment in front of her,
    pouring over the text rapidly. Occasionally, she would give little slight approving
    nods, but a third of the way down, the nods abruptly ceased and a slight frown
    settled onto her face, marring the youthful beauty that was beginning to emerge. As
    she continued to read, the dissatisfied frown only deepened, and she began to look up
    to the mark at the top of the paper.

    Outstanding? 122 points, five whole points above her own score?

    Hermione rose to her feet, feeling increasingly agitated by this. Harry had
    certainly improved as a student since second year, that was certainly true, and
    Harry's essay for his Charms assignment showed he had really done a lot of studying
    for the assignment, and perhaps if Professor Flitwick was giving out points for
    effort and showing knowledge of the subject matter then perhaps an 'O' grade
    could be justified…but, five points above what she had written? No,
    just…no.

    Harry was wrong.

    The problem was that even though Harry clearly had a fundamental misunderstanding
    about Wildsmith's Third Alternative Principle of Inanimate Motivation, his
    Charms practical had been completely perfect. That was what was frustrating to her.
    It was not that Harry was starting to get grades as good as hers, at least not
    entirely that, it was that he was always outperforming her even when she knew
    that she knew the material better.

    It was positively infuriating. The worst thing was that even professors were being
    fooled by Harry's improvement. The last time she pointed out that Harry was doing
    something wrong, Professor Flitwick had just told her that Harry was naturally using
    more advanced principles…that it was natural genius.

    Utter bollocks, pardon her language, but while Harry was far from stupid, he was
    NOT a genius. He did not understand the complexities of magical theory. There were
    things you just could not do because they were theoretically impossible. Of course,
    the fact that he just went ahead and then did those aforementioned impossible things
    was the even more infuriating part.

    Were it anyone else, Hermione would have been too mortified at having broken the
    rules to even think of confronting them about it. But this was Harry. He had broken
    more rules in the first year of his life—defeating an undefeatable Dark Lord as an
    infant! Honestly, that should have been enough of an indicator of what kind of regard
    the boy would have for authority and rules right there—than she had broken her entire
    life. And she knew he wouldn't turn her in or stay angry at her for more than a few
    days. He just didn't have that in him.

    "Harry," she said in a half-whisper. She had walked over to her good friend where
    he sat in an isolated section of the library while those thoughts had gone through
    her head, "can I talk to you about something? First off, I hope you're not too angry
    at me, I did something I shouldn't have…"

    Harry flashed her a winning smile. "Angry at you?" Harry replied, "I don't know
    what you've done yet, but I'm proud of you! Breaking the rules like a champion." A
    second later he added more seriously, "Really, Hermione, I don't know what it is yet,
    but I'm sure whatever you did was warranted. Don't worry, Hermione, you can tell
    me."

    Hermione flushed. Yes, it was wrong to enjoy being praised for rule-breaking, but
    it was just hard not to enjoy the feeling of approbation from Harry Potter, even
    though she knew what he was really like, and that he was not at all how all those
    books portrayed him. Still, to have the bravest, yet still amazingly humble
    super-famous boy who was also her dearest and closest friend give her his approval
    just made Hermione feel warm and happy inside. So, don't judge, she told her inner
    critic.

    A little tentatively, she pulled out his pilfered Charms assignment. "Harry, I
    think…I think either you are getting special treatment because you're the
    Boy-Who-Lived, or I'm being marked lower because I'm a Muggle-born. Since Flitwick
    hasn't shown any blood purist tendencies, I'm leaning towards the former."

    It had been a while since Harry let her see his work before handing it in.
    Hermione had honestly expected him to show a little anger at her for going behind his
    back to see his essay, so she was surprised when, instead of anger, Harry's
    expression took on a briefly wary glint, with a hint of…resignation?

    "It's not that I don't think you deserve high marks, Harry," she hurriedly added,
    "you're essay was really, good. You're really starting to understand
    things and put them together well, and I'm really very proud of you. But…you were
    wrong. I don't mind if you write a better paper than me," she was lying a little
    there, she knew, "but when you make a critical mistake like the one in this paper and
    the professor doesn't mark you down for it…"

    Harry frowned. "Hermione, have you considered that maybe there was something in my
    explanation that you misunderstood? I admit, you are smarter than me and
    probably always will be, but do you think I can't possibly understand some things
    that you don't? Even sometimes?"

    "Of course I think you can understand some things I don't, Harry!" Hermione
    protested. She didn't want Harry to think she was arrogant! "It's not like you're Ron
    or anything! Just, this time, that's not it. See, here where you said the abjurative
    properties of the identity binding allow for true proxy imprinting? That conflicts
    with…" Hermione flipped through an advanced NEWT level textbook and pointed to the
    place in Harry's essay where he went astray, methodically pointing out the logical
    inconsistency with what was known about controlling simulacra. "So, you see, your
    interpretation cannot possibly right," she concluded.

    Hermione watched her friend carefully, looking for the tell-tale signs of
    resentment that so often went hand-in-hand with telling someone they were wrong.
    Harry had a slight frown on his face, but not the resentful, angry frown most people
    got before blowing up at her for merely explaining what it was they were being stupid
    about. Hermione could see that Harry was working through what she had just explained,
    that he was listening to her.

    She was really so proud of how far Harry had come in his studies. It was a real
    shame he was getting special treatment because of being who he was, and all—in the
    end, that would only hold him back from true scholarship and achievement. The fact
    that he could actually follow her explanations now spoke volumes to how much progress
    he had made since he started taking his studies seriously.

    Of course, it was rather odd that his increase in power and strength led to him
    studying more instead of the other way around, but then, he was Harry Potter.

    "I see what you mean, Hermione," Harry said at last with a sigh. "You did write a
    better paper, and I can see where I went wrong on the theory. But, there's still a
    reason I can successfully cast the imperator charm on a non-Quarian
    simulacrum. It's…"

    Hermione watched as the Boy-Who-Lived struggled to find the words to explain
    himself. He was trying, really, but he wasn't quite there yet. Hermione almost smiled
    fondly, but stopped herself before you looked condescending. She was getting better
    at that.

    "Well, I can't really explain it, but I think if I showed you, you could figure it
    out. Then maybe, you could explain it to me so I'll get it right next time?" Harry
    asked.

    She readily agreed. She didn't know exactly what the trick was, maybe something to
    do with tertiary bindings, but she could at least watch Harry's form. It felt good
    that Harry still turned to her for help in some things.

    Harry drew his wand and pointed it towards her. "Okay, now watch the tip of the
    wand closely."

    Hermione nodded, her eyes narrowing to try and see it more clearly.

    "Obliviate."

    

    .

    

    "Well, well, well. If it isn't Saint Potter," a too familiar, utterly unwelcome
    voice cut in from behind a bookshelf just as Harry sheathed his wand and Hermione
    slumped down in her chair. "Or, maybe not so saintly," Draco Malfoy said with a
    smirk. "Finally saw the light and decided to ditch the Mudblood? I honestly didn't
    think you had that in you, Potter."

    Harry turned around, giving Draco a hard glare. It had been a while since the
    spoiled brat of a boy had dared to raise his head high enough to cause any trouble.
    Now, it seemed, the boy thought he had an opportunity to be a nuisance once more.

    "What do you want, Malfoy?" Harry asked sharply.

    "No need to get too upset, Potter. I'm willing to keep what I just saw to myself.
    All I want from you in return is—"

    "Stuff it, Malfoy," Harry said with mild annoyance. "You won't get anything from
    me. Now, why don't you run along back to Madame Pomfrey to make sure you don't have
    another house elf Malfoy baby."

    Draco's face went from pale to white with rage. "THAT NEVER HAPPENED!" he yelled.
    Only the fact that Madame Pince was in the Restricted Section berating a student who
    had just opened a loudly shrieking book allowed his outburst to go unnoticed.

    "When my father hears about this, Potter, you'll end up in Azkaban. I'm going to—"
    Draco cut off his tirade with a tiny shriek of fear as he saw Harry reach into his
    robe and begin pulling something out. Draco fumbled for his wand, but was far too
    slow.

    Harry snorted. Instead of a wand, Harry produced an engraved ivory card.

    "You won't tell anyone about this, Draco," Harry said softly, "because if you do,
    then you'll be the one in trouble."

    Draco fumed, his wand now out and pointed at a seemingly unconcerned Harry Potter.
    "You can't really believe you can just memory charm someone and get away with it, do
    you Potter? Not even you can think your fame would protect you."

    "Not my fame, Draco," Harry said, extending the card. "This." Harry noticed how
    Draco still held his wand towards him. "Oh, give off, Malfoy. If I had wanted to hex
    you, I'd have already done so by now."

    Draco kept his wand trained on Harry, but took the card. It wasn't like the fact
    that Harry Potter had destroyed a dementor and beaten a half dozen senior Death
    Eaters hadn't been in the Daily Prophet in practically every edition. He wasn't about
    to try his luck, but he wasn't going to give up his advantage, either. Draco wasn't
    that stupid.

    "What is this rubbish?" Draco spat when he looked at the card. "Harry James
    Potter, Level 1 Obliviator's License?"

    "That's right, Draco. And it's an offense to intentionally reveal, either directly
    or indirectly, the act of a duly authorized obliviation to the subject of such
    obliviation without due cause," Harry quoted. "So, even if your father still had any
    real influence after his second attempt to pretend he was imperiused, the
    only one who would get hurt by this would be you."

    Draco scowled for a second, then he snorted. "Nice try, Potter. You almost had me
    there. Even if that license is real, which is highly doubtful, there's no way that
    your way of ending the little dispute with Granger would be authorized by the
    Ministry. I'm telling everyone, and then we'll see what everyone thinks of the 'great
    Harry Potter.'"

    Harry shrugged his shoulders unconcernedly. "I warned you. Do that and you'll be
    the one getting a fine. But, I'm not worried. I know you won't even tell a single
    person, and I'll tell you why."

    "Oh, why is that?" Draco asked with a confident sneer.

    "Look at the fine print on the back of the card," Harry answered.

    Draco did.

    There was a flash of white light from the card and Draco's eyes went
    unfocused.

    A few seconds later, Draco shook his head and looked around the empty section of
    the library he was standing in and wondered what in Merlin's name he was doing
    standing in the library, and when had it gotten to be this late in the afternoon!

    

    .

    

    Ron Weasley was a bit worried about his best mate. Ever since the return of
    You-Know-Who, Harry hadn't been himself. He was studying.

    Well, it wasn't like Harry Potter didn't study before. To be honest, the past year
    or so Harry had been doing a lot more reading. But this...this was Hermione-level
    obsession with the library. It was a weekend, there were no end of term tests because
    of the Tri-Wizard tournament earlier in the year, and he and his other bookwork
    friend were the only ones in the library.

    "Hey, Harry," Ron said casually as he approached his friend. "Fancy a game of
    Exploding Snap?"

    "Sorry Ron," Harry said as he cross-checked three books at once, "kind of busy
    with this now. Maybe later?"

    Ron frowned. "Look, Harry, all this studying is sort of getting out of hand. It's
    like...you don't have fun anymore! I mean, it's not like you're Hermione, but you
    gotta take a break from the library."

    Harry sighed. "I know, Ron, but..."

    Just then, Hermione herself sidled up to the table, a roll of parchment in her
    hands.

    "I looked your essay over liked you asked, Harry," the bushy brown haired girl
    said, a happy smile on her face. "It's really quite good. I can tell you've done a
    lot of research into this. I think you'll get an 'O' on the assignment."

    "See," Ron said, "even Hermione thinks you're doing good enough."

    "That's 'well' enough, Ron," Hermione said, getting that Know-It-All look on her
    face that he really couldn't stand, "and you might want to take a page from Harry's
    book and do some studying yourself. Harry here has written a very well-reasoned
    explanation of modifications to summoning charms."

    "But?" Harry asked, suddenly.

    Ron was confused. Hadn't Hermione just said she thought it would get an 'O'? "But,
    what?"

    "Hermione found something wrong in my essay," Harry said. "What did I get wrong?"
    he asked.

    "Well," Hermione began hesitantly, "you were basically right about the arithmantic
    influence of time of birth on the maximal scope, but you missed the reference to
    Chomisky's Treatise."

    Harry nodded. "Right, I should have checked there before writing that part. Thanks
    Hermione."

    And then Harry casually pulled out his wand and obliviated Hermione as if it were
    the most ordinary thing in the world. He started making some notes on the parchment
    in front of him while Hermione sat staring glossy-eyed into nothing.

    "Did—did you just memory charm Hermione?" Ron asked with a slight stammer.

    "Yeah," Harry sighed. "Unfortunately, yes. I've gotten pretty good at it now.
    Don't worry, she'll be fine. Dumbledore taught me before I started using it."

    Ron just stood their, gaping like a fish. "But...but..."

    Now Harry turned towards him a very serious look on his face. "Look, Ron, it's for
    her own good. I know something, and it's really best that Hermione not ever figure
    out what that is. So, she has to believe I'm getting stronger because I'm studying
    more. It's really important that Hermione believe in me."

    "Uh, okay." Ron paused for a second. "You're not going to obliviate me,
    are you? I believe in you, you know."

    "I know you do, Ron," Harry said with a weak smile. "And, I don't think I'll have
    to do that with you." After a minute, Harry's face fell. "You know, Ron, I tried
    telling Hermione the truth. I told her everything, things I'm not ever going to tell
    you. And do you know what happened?"

    "What?" Ron asked.

    "She went mental. Not like she normally is, regular girl-mental, but
    blow-up-a-library-with-a-reductor-curse nuts. And then, after that, she had a total
    breakdown. She tried to learn a spell, but just couldn't. It was a mercy to take the
    memory from her."

    Something that would make Hermione blow up part of a library. That was hard for
    Ron to wrap his mind around. "Okay, Harry, I've got your back, no matter what.
    Whatever you need, mate, I'm here for you."

    Now Harry's smile looked relieved, and genuine. "And you don't mind if I don't
    tell you the reason why I need you to do something?"

    Ron shrugged. "Not like I'd probably even understand it if you did. You've gotten
    almost as bad as Hermione when you talk about magic now, Harry, did you know
    that?"

    Harry grinned. "Well, then, welcome to the Rotfang Conspiracy," he said. "Now,
    let's go play a game of Exploding Snap until Hermione wakes up!"
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    Chapter 18: The Hall of Prophecies

    It was a warmer, sunnier day in Scotland than most, only a few white puffy clouds
    drifting lazily in the sky above Hogwarts castle. It was a fine day to send off the
    students from the two visiting schools now that the Tri-wizard Tournament had ended
    and the school year was coming to a close. The grand, powder blue carriage that the
    Beaxbatons Academy staff and students had arrived in was back in front of the
    Hogwarts school entrance, the twelve Abraxan flying horses which were to pull the
    magical conveyance standing in a line out in front of the conveyance. Out in the
    Black Lake, the Durmstrang ship stood tall and proud, prepared for its students to
    re-board her and return home.

    The contingent from the French school once again stood in two lines, dressed
    impeccably in their periwinkle blue suits and skirts and smartly shaped flower hats
    curved upwards to a point. They were the image of haute coutere in wizarding
    school uniforms that would have fit in well at a fashion show. At their head stood
    Olympe Maxime, towering over two feet above all around, yet still somehow managing to
    appear dainty and refined, holding her hand out to the Hogwarts Headmaster as he led
    her up the steps to the Hogwarts entrance for the farewell address.

    "Once again, I would like to thank Madame Maxime for all of her support and the
    participation of Beauxbatons Academy of Magic," Dumbledore said from just beside the
    Headmaster of the French school, "and once again congratulate Fleur Delacour on
    winning the 125th Triwizard Tournament!"

    At this, everyone assembled, which was all the students and faculty of Hogwarts
    along with the staff of Durmstrang and their students and those Beauxbatons who had
    attended this year, applauded the winner vigorously. For her part, the blond held the
    Tri-Wizard trophy up for everyone to get a good view for a moment.

    "I can't believe she won the tournament. I thought for sure Cedric was going to
    take it, or maybe Krum," Ron whispered to Hermione.

    There were a number of whispers from among the rest of the Hogwarts student body,
    too. There were a few grumbles of "we would have won it if Potter had stayed in the
    tournament," here and there, though not among the Slytherins.

    Ever since the Third Task, there had been some quiet complaints that Harry had let
    the school down by not competing, but the few times anyone said anything like that
    aloud near Harry, the Boy-Who-Lived had very publicly called them out on their
    hypocrisy, reminding them how they had acted during the selection at the Goblet of
    Fire, before scoffing at them and walking away. With Harry being in the news for
    overpowering Death Eaters, nobody dared take it any further.

    "Well, Ron, Cedric and your Hungarian hero did decide to duel each other at the
    start of the Maze, otherwise one of them might have had a chance at winning. But, of
    course, a witch would be smarter than that." Ron didn't have a comeback for that and
    could only grumble a the outcome.

    "Today, as we say goodbye, we acknowledge the important truth: though we may come
    from different places, wear different clothing, and speak in different tongues that
    our hearts beat as one. The bonds of friendship we made this year will be more
    important than ever. Dark times are coming, as assuredly and inevitably as this
    farewell. But if we hold on to what binds us together we will be stronger than any
    challenge we will face.

    "Look to our champions for their examples: To Fleur Delacour, not only for her
    immense skill and talent as a witch, but also for her perseverance. She entered the
    final task in last place, yet was undaunted by the disadvantage she faced, used her
    wits and courage to brave the final challenge to be the first to lift the Triwizard
    Cup. We can all look to her shining example when it appears that the troubles we will
    face are too many and too trying.

    "Look to Viktor Krum, for his strength and daring, who demonstrated excellence and
    a true spirit of self-determination in every task. Look to Cedric Diggory, who
    despite finishing third, demonstrated sportsmanship and a shared camaraderie which
    served him and his school throughout the competition. They remind us to look first to
    ourselves and to use all the strength and talent within ourselves, and yet then to
    look outward and join our strengths and talents to others to overcome obstacles that
    would otherwise daunt us.

    "And last, but not least," Dumbledore finished, "look to Harry Potter, who was
    entered into the tournament against his will and was forced to compete in a deadly
    task. He reminds us that we may not ask for the troubles that will come or for the
    danger we will face, but when challenges give us no choice, for us to fight to the
    best of our abilities. And yet, I would be remiss not to mention that while Harry, in
    the spirit of good sportsmanship withdrew his name from the tournament after meeting
    the requirements of the magical contract, at other times Mr. Potter has willingly
    risked himself to stand up for what is right.

    "There may be times when you are faced with trials you did not ask for. When that
    time comes, look to Harry's example of how to handle such a crisis. And there may be
    times when you have the option to avoid danger. There, too, I would recommend the
    example of The-Boy-Who-Lived. Harry wisely stepped away from the Tri-wizard
    Tournament tasks, a danger he had no need to face at his young age, despite being
    better qualified for such tasks than many grown wizards. He did not let pride drag
    him down. However, when darkness rose again, when an evil dark wizard rose once more
    to threaten us all, Harry did not hesitate to join together with those opposing
    Voldemort. So, dear students and dear friends, do you the same: be wise, yet be brave
    when the time calls for it."

    Harry clearly blushed at the Headmaster's praise.

    "Now, I'm afraid that the time has come for us to say goodbye to one another,"
    Dumbledore said. "Madame Maxime, if you will, please lead your students to your
    carriage."

    The students from the French school began to parade forward towards their carriage
    as Dumbledore and nearby students wished them all well.

    "I can't believe Harry gets sit up there with the teachers and the other
    champions," Ron griped beside Hermione, straining to see over the crowd of students
    who were all rushing up to wish the departing students goodbye.

    "Well, Ronald, after you get your name thrown in the Goblet of Fire and then fight
    a dragon, you can be up there, too," Hermione retorted.

    As the students passed by the assembled teachers on the steps, Fleur and the
    others shook hands with the Durmstrang and Hogwarts staff as well as the other
    champions. When Fleur got to Harry, however, instead of taking his outstretched hand,
    she grabbed his head and planted a long kiss on his lips. Then she marched on towards
    the carriage, only stopping at the end to throw a wink back towards the stunned
    wizard before disappearing into the carriage.

    "I can't believe Harry got to kiss Fleur Delacour!" Ron exclaimed loud enough for
    everyone around him to hear.

    Hermione could only gape, before agreeing with Ron. With a series of whinnies, the
    fine flying horses lifted the carriage into the sky to the sounds of cheers from the
    Hogwarts students.

    And then it was Durmstrang's turn to depart. At the head of the procession was the
    deputy head of Durmstrang Institute, followed by Viktor Krum. Igor Karkaroff, the
    head teacher, had vanished shortly after Voldemort's return.

    As Krum approached Harry, Harry held out his hand. "If you try what Fleur did,
    I'll hex you," Harry said in jest.

    With a smile, Viktor took Harry's hand. "Then I vill be careful, Harry Potter. I
    vould like to meet you on a broomstick on de Quidditch Pitch someday."

    "Likewise," Harry said with a smile. The two had spoken a few times since the
    first task and had a healthy respect for one another.

    With that, the line of students moved on, some of the Durmstrang students making
    polite, respectful comments to Harry, though most simply shook his hand and moved on.
    Soon, the entire contingent was marching onto the lake and boarding the ship.

    And then they were gone.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Ron Weasley stood nervously in front of the stone gargoyle leading up to the
    Headmaster's office. Over the years he only had cause to step foot in that office a
    few times, usually after an incredible and near life-ending adventure-which didn't
    diminish the trepidation he felt at the impending meeting. Nor was it comforting to
    receive a tersely worded "invitation" to meet with the Headmaster instead of
    preparing to leave on the Hogwarts Express like the rest of the students.

    After a few minutes of anxious pacing, the sound of footsteps approaching took
    Ron's attention off of the statue in front of him. To Ron's relief, the person
    arriving was not Headmaster Dumbledore, but was actually Harry instead. To Ron's
    surprise, his friend was not dressed in standard Hogwarts student robes. Instead, he
    was dressed in a set of formal robes that looked like something he had seen from the
    Ministry of Magic.

    "Harry!" Ron called out to his friend. "So, you're coming to the meeting, too?
    Well, that's a relief, I thought I might have been in trouble for something. And what
    are you wearing?"

    Harry smiled. "Official Ministry robes," he confirmed. "Part of the ICW stuff I do
    with the Headmaster."

    Ron frowned a second, not quite liking that Harry had such a thing while still
    just a student. Trying not to let his jealousy get the better of him, Ron redirected
    his attention to looking about the castle. The hallway in front of the entrance to
    the Headmaster's office was empty save for a few lit torches.

    Shaking off his negativity, Ron regarded his friend and turned his attention to a
    lighter subject than why Harry had a ministry uniform. "So…you and Fleur, huh?"

    Harry went red in the face. "No, it's not like that. She…I…"

    Ron's eyebrows shot up. "It sure looked like it was 'like that' to me," he said
    with a grin. "Harry, you dog, you've got to tell me all about it."

    Harry sucked in his breath, but then let it out, "Alright, Ron, but after the
    meeting, okay?" That at least would buy him some time to figure out how to tell his
    best friend about it.

    "Sure, sure. So, what's this about, Harry? Do you know?"

    At this, Harry nodded. "Yeah. It's sort of about that secret matter I was telling
    you about. I talked to Dumbledore and we agreed we should let you know more."

    Ron nodded, but then a frown found its way on his face once again. "Er, thanks,
    Harry. But…are you sure we shouldn't let Hermione know?"

    "Let me know what?" Hermione's voice asked from behind the two. Ron jumped at her
    sudden appearance.

    "Blimey, Hermione! You gotta start making noise when you come up behind people
    like that!" Ron panicked for a second, trying to think of something to say.

    "It's alright, Ron. Actually, Hermione is coming with us to the meeting. I
    convinced Dumbledore that it's really best if she's informed about this, too," Harry
    replied. "So, are you ready to go up?"

    Ron shot Harry a surprised look. "Go up? How?"

    Hermione rolled her eyes before saying, "Liquorice Wands," and marching up the
    stairs as the stone statue jumped out of the way to reveal a spiralling staircase
    leading upwards.

    "Oh! So that's what that part of the note meant! I thought I was supposed to bring
    some for the Headmaster!" Ron said as he hit himself on the head.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    The Headmaster greeted the trio warmly before leading them directly over to his
    fireplace. "I'm afraid there is little time for pleasantries. Our window of
    opportunity for this excursion is necessarily short."

    "Wait, where are we going?" Ron asked, a worried look on his face.

    "To the Ministry of Magic, the Department of Mysteries, to be exact," the
    Headmaster said, then with a reassuring nod towards Ron added, "Do not worry, Mr.
    Weasley. Your parents have been apprised of this end of term field trip, as have
    yours, Miss Granger. They will be expecting you to return home a little later in the
    afternoon."

    With that, the Headmaster threw a pinch of Floo-powder into the fireplace and
    spoke a word the children were unable to distinguish. "Now, follow after me, quickly.
    This Floo connection will take us directly to the main floor of the Ministry."
    Dumbledore called out the destination, stepped into the flames, and disappeared.
    Harry didn't hesitate, quickly stepping behind the Headmaster and repeating the
    destination.

    Ron gave Hermione a brief, uncertain look, so the witch took the initiative and
    stepped into the fireplace next. The youngest Weasley boy followed behind, no other
    choice except to stay behind and seem like a fool.

    When Ron stepped out, it was to find Dumbledore already turning to lead the pair
    who had emerged before him down the highly polished dark wood floor. This wasn't
    Ron's first time in the Ministry Atrium, having visited at times with his parents due
    to his father's work, so he was not awed by the grandiose sights. Hermione, on the
    other hand, was looking all about her, taking in the high peacock-blue domed ceiling,
    trying to make out the golden symbols that seemed to float across its surface.
    However, when she came to the marble statues of the Fountain of Magical
    Brethren, a frown found its way onto her face, especially when she noticed the
    depiction of the house elf. The display was as fine of a display of wizarding
    arrogance as it was of artistry.

    She didn't have time to get fully worked up, as Dumbledore quickly led the trio up
    to the security desk that sat before the elevators. Dumbledore produced a ministry
    ID, a kindly smile on his face. "Here on official business today, Eric," he said
    before indicating the trio behind him. "These three will be with me."

    "Alright then, Chief Warlock, sir," the guard replied deferentially, "I'll just
    need their wands for identification."

    Harry, was the first up to the counter, but rather than pulling out his wand, he
    instead pulled out his own ministry ID and his Obliviator's license. "Hello there,
    sir. I was told I should present these instead of my wand when going through
    security."

    The security guard's eyes went wide as he examined the documents. "Well, if that
    don't beat all! I didn't realize Harry Potter was doing an internship with the
    Obliviator's department!" The man handed Harry's identification back to him, bobbing
    his head with a grin on his face. "A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Potter, sir! I'm Eric,
    Eric Munch."

    Harry took the man's hand and shook it. "A pleasure to meet you as well, sir."

    Ron and Hermione presented their wands, which the guard took and examined before
    handing them back and giving them a visitor's pass. "As you'll be with the Chief
    Warlock, your passes will be valid for all levels and departments, so long as you are
    with Professor Dumbledore," Munch said in a serious tone. "So, don't wander off, or
    your pass will be invalidated."

    That taken care of, Dumbledore took the children to the nearest lift which took
    them down one level. When they stepped out, they found themselves in a long dark
    hallway with only dull-burning torches for illumination.

    Hermione, seeing the torches and the long hallway with no doors along the
    corridors and black tiles on the walls and floor, whispered to Harry. "Doesn't this
    remind you of that scene from the Wizard of Oz?"

    "No idea," Harry whispered back. "Uncle Vernon would never let me watch that in a
    million years. What was it like?"

    Hermione huffed a bit at Harry's ill-treatment, but responded quickly, "Well,
    pretty inaccurate. Witches got killed if you threw water on them. But this part…looks
    a lot like the scene where they meet the wizard for the first time."

    Ron shook his head. "Bet my dad would love to see that movie. Think it would
    probably be a good addition to Muggle Studies?"

    It was at that moment that Dumbledore whispered, "Lions, and tigers, and bears. Oh
    my."

    "Professor Dumbledore!" Hermione exclaimed. "You've seen the Wizard of Oz?"

    Dumbledore smiled, "Oh yes, and read the books. L. Frank Baum. I was curious to
    know if he was a wizard who had defied the International Statute of Secrecy. However,
    that turned out not to be true. But I agree, there is quite the resemblance here."
    The discussion ended as the group came to the end of the hallway where a single black
    door stood. Beside it, a man in a grey robe stood, unnoticed until then.

    "Now, then," Dumbledore said. "I'm sure you are wondering why I brought you to the
    Ministry of Magic, and specifically to the Department of Mysteries."

    Ron nodded while Hermione simply stood, waiting.

    "Unfortunately, I cannot tell you what this is about, other than that it is to
    reveal a Mystery, until you swear an oath that you will not speak of it." Before
    either of the two could agree, Dumbledore held out his hand to forestall them. "Think
    carefully before you answer. What you are about to do is to give an Unspeakable Oath.
    It is one of the most powerful vows known to the Ministry. Once you take the oath you
    will sacrifice your will to speak about what you witness in the Department of
    Mysteries. Even if you wanted to, even if speaking of it was the only way to save
    your life or someone else's, you would be unable to do so."

    It took only a few seconds for the two to decide.

    The grey robed man held out a parchment and a blue feathered quill. "Repeat the
    following: 'I, state your name, promise not to speak of, write about, or any
    way communicate with anyone whatsoever is learned or experienced inside the rooms of
    the Department of Mysteries, by my will, so mote it be,' then sign your name with the
    quill."

    Ron and then Hermione both took the oath, immediately feeling as if something
    tightened around their throat, before the sensation vanished. The man was prepared to
    administer the Unspeakable Oath to Harry, but Dumbledore raised his hand. "Harry is
    exempted from the Oath by virtue of being a provisional ICW member."

    The cloaked figure seemed surprised, but then shrugged his shoulders. "You're the
    Supreme Mugwump." Harry noted the man's voice. Obviously an ICW member.

    And then Dumbledore led them into the next door, which was a round chamber with
    doors spaced all around. The Headmaster took a quick look, as if getting his
    bearings, before saying, "Ah, this one," and then walked over to open one of the
    doors.

    Ron, Hermione, and Harry followed Albus Dumbledore into the chamber beyond. What
    they saw when they arrived was not what they were expecting.

    Immediately upon walking in, the trio felt immediately chilled, Hermione wrapping
    her arms around herself. There were rows upon rows of shelves that rose up two and a
    half storeys high and stretching out along the walls. It was a strange sort of
    storage facility.

    "Welcome to the Hall of Prophecy," Dumbledore stated calmly.

    "These…" Harry said, looking at all the glass balls on the shelves, "these are all
    prophesies?"

    "Collected over thousands of years from across the world, yes," Dumbledore
    replied.

    "But…how? And….why?" Harry asked, his mind trying to make sense of the
    chamber.

    "The how is simple: Once a person has been identified as a seer, or is born within
    three generations in the lineage of a seer, a Taboo is set upon them that
    records anything they say of a predictive of prophetic nature. The nature of the
    prediction, the subjects, and eventually the results of the predictions are recorded
    here. The why is a more complicated issue, best left to discuss another day,"
    Dumbledore answered pointedly.

    Hermione looked in wonder at the various glass balls on display. "So, I could just
    look at any of these prophecies and see whether they came true or not?" she asked
    skeptically.

    Dumbledore nodded, "Yes, if a prophecy were properly removed from their place, you
    would be able to hear the prediction. However," Dumbledore said sternly catching
    Ron's attention before he reached out to grab one, "you cannot just take a prophecy.
    They are protected by powerful curses which would make successfully retrieving one
    nearly impossible, unless you were the seer who gave a prophecy, the subject of the
    prophecy, or the Chief Warlock with the consent of the Wizengamot. Anyone else
    attempting to retrieve a prophecy would find themselves in St. Mungo's—if they were
    lucky."

    Ron quickly pulled his hand back from the orb which he was about to grasp. "You
    might want to have said something about that before we stepped in here,"
    here muttered to himself.

    "If we can't take any of these prophecies down," Hermione asked, "then why are we
    down here?"

    At that, Dumbledore gestured towards them to follow, a twinkle in his eye. "Oh,
    but there are a few prophecies down here that some among you three could retrieve."
    And with that the wizened wizard led them towards the end of a row of shelves after
    which were many empty spaces. "Take a look," he said with a gesture.

    There, sitting on the last row, were a dozen or so prophecies all bunched together
    on pedestals of varying colors. The trio inspected the group and found that they all
    had something in common. Ronald Weasley was listed as the seer.

    Hermione was incredulous. "You can't be serious!"

    "Oh, but he's not," Harry said without missing a beat, "that's my godfather."

    Hermione rolled her eyes. "You know what I mean. And how many times will you
    repeat that stupid pun?"

    Harry grinned, "I guess as many times as people use the word."

    Ron picked up one of the glass orbs, only to hear his own voice speak: "Snape
    and Harry will get along when pigs fly." He set the orb back down on the crystal
    pedestal.

    "She's right, mate," Ron said, a bit shocked at seeing the numerous glass balls in
    front of him. He had no idea that he had so many predictions, nor that they were
    recorded anywhere. "There's been some kind of mistake. I…I can't really be…a
    seer."

    It was at this point that Dumbledore shook his head. "No, I'm afraid there is no
    mistake. Three verified true prophecies," he said, pointing to three prophecy balls
    on crystal pedestals lined in silver, "and nearly a dozen fulfilled predictions.
    That, my boy, makes you officially a seer both in Britain and internationally."

    Hermione was looking at Ron, her face pale. Until this moment she hadn't given any
    real consideration that Ron might actually be a real seer. "I…I didn't think…"

    Ron was equally mystified. "No, but…it's not like…I…I made it all up!" Ron blurted
    in the end, his face red.

    Dumbledore nodded. "Yes, I know you did."

    Hermione and Ron looked at their Headmaster as if he'd morphed into the Sorting
    Hat.

    "And that, my dears, is why you are learning this here in the Department of
    Mysteries instead of back in Hogwarts. The nature of prophecy is something that very
    few people, even many seers themselves, fully realize, and something that must remain
    secret, for obvious reasons." Dumbledore said. "When a seer makes a prediction, they
    exert a magical force that makes the conditions of the world conform to their
    prediction. It is a rare magic, and a subtle one, that a person either has the
    magical gift for, or does not.

    "But Professor Trelawney…" Ron protested.

    "Professor Trelawney teaches the Fatalistic Theory of Divinations, which is
    premised upon Fate being preordained and influencing the seer to either consciously
    or unconsciously speak of what must be—at least in certain realities. While this
    theory cannot be entirely discounted, I find the Deterministic Theory of Divinations,
    which is the Mystery which we are discussing here, to be more compatible with the
    experiences of many seers and diviners. Wouldn't you agree, Ron?"

    Hermione blinked, then slowly repeated her understanding of what Dumbledore was
    saying. "So…Ron just says what he wants to happen, and it will happen?" It seemed too
    incredible, too impossible.

    Dumbledore laughed kindly, "Essentially, but with a great many constraints and
    limitations. For one, the power of a true seer is not unlimited in either scope or
    number, quite the opposite, really. The power of a seer's prediction is affected by
    factors including how possible something is, the falsifiability paradox, conflict
    with free will, and several other complex factors."

    Ron picked up another glass orb. This one had Harry's name on it. "The boy who
    destroyed the Dark Lord will fall. When the shadow of the dragon clouds the hallowed
    grounds then the flame will burn the last of the line of Potters and the
    Boy-Who-Lived be seen in the jaws of the beast."

    Ron's eyes went wide, realizing the implication of that particular prediction
    being recorded. "You mean…that…it was really…"

    Harry nodded. "You didn't know, Ron. You didn't really believe what you were
    saying. But, yeah, that was a real prophecy."

    "Harry, if I knew," Ron pleaded, "I would never have…"

    Harry walked over to his red-headed friend and put a hand on his shoulders. "I
    know, Ron. That's exactly why I forgave you."

    Ron rubbed his jaw. "And why you slugged me."

    "That, too," Harry said. "Dumbledore explained the danger to me."

    "Merlin, Harry, you're a great friend, and I'm an even bigger prat than I had
    thought."

    Dumbledore carefully watched Harry's young friends process the information. It was
    a delicate thing, giving out part of the truth like this. In the worst case he would
    have to obliviate them, but he hoped that Harry was right and that they could handle
    it. It was Hermione Granger the Headmaster was most concerned with.

    The witch was looking around, a frown on her face. "Why me?" she asked,
    suddenly.

    "Yes, Miss Granger?"

    "I understand why you are telling Ron, and why you had to tell Harry after Ron's
    prophecy, but why are you telling me about this? Why not let me go on thinking it was
    all rubbish?"

    "Because, Miss Granger, your friend Harry has a lot of faith in you, as do I. Not
    only that, but in the coming war with Voldemort, Harry and I will need both Ron and
    your support, which was how Harry convinced me to include you in learning this
    Mystery," Dumbledore said, his eyes twinkling. "I'm sure a bright witch like you will
    be able to help Ron in utilizing his gift."

    Hermione blushed.

    Harry grinned. His friends would have a lot to think about, but they'd be their
    with him.

    And Ron was definitely going to forget to ask him about the details about
    Fleur.
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    Chapter 19: Summer Studies

    Sirius Black spun away from a bright red hex while setting his feet on the
    ornately decorated ballroom dance floor for a counter attack. His wand arm arced
    gracefully up over his head to give his spell casting the extra-emphasis he would
    need if he had any chance of taking down his foe. A few feet away, Remus Lupin was
    already down. With a silent Expulso, he sent the bright beam of blue magical
    light across the room with a grunt of exertion. Sweat was already pouring down from
    his face and hair.

    The dark haired wizard barely had time to register that his curse was virtually
    slapped aside with a variation of the protego charm he recognized as the
    protego duo version of the spell, before having to dance out of the way of a
    series of stunners, blasting curses, and a few lesser jinxes that would have left him
    completely open to a follow-up if they struck him. At the last moment, he erected a
    Protego shield of his own, only to be knocked backwards by the force of a
    particularly bright (and powerful) stunning spell that struck the center of the
    shield, despite having angled the protective charm so that the brunt of the magical
    force was deflected away. Losing his footing meant losing advantage to his opponent,
    something he could not afford against this opponent.

    Fortunately for him, Remus took this opportunity to re-engage their mutual foe,
    rising up from behind a couple half-blown apart dining chairs and managing to fire
    off a precise series of stunners and exploding curses from the other side of the
    room, forcing the other wizard back on defense. Lupin's timing was perfect, his
    sudden recovery clearly taking their opponent completely by surprise. Sirius shuffled
    his feet into a more aggressive stance, joining in on his old friend's offensive, he
    sending his own hexes. In addition to stunners and a few bludgeoning hexes, Sirius
    Black added several banishing charms into the mix, sending pieces of broken furniture
    flying from different directions to attempt to catch the wizard off guard.

    Harry Potter, after having been firmly in control of the first half of the
    training duel, suddenly found himself facing an onslaught of spells and attacks from
    multiple directions for which he was not prepared. For the first time that day, he
    was in a dangerous, challenging position. But this was why he was training. He could
    do this. With a deep breath, he carefully cross-stepped his left leg over his right,
    spinning his wand clockwise to counter-spell multiple attacks simultaneously.

    First, the stunners and bludgeoning spells. Those he deflected off in different
    directions using exorbito, his wrist bending with the motion of the magic
    rather than against it as he had been taught. Next, Harry took care of the summoning
    and banishing charms, including the objects that came flying along with them, his
    right leg now stepping back directly behind his left as he drew back his wand and
    reversed its direction across the circle, forming a taijutu shape. He could
    feel each individual dweomer as his wand intercepted and redirected the spells
    against one another, cancelling out the bulk of their directionality and sending
    objects of his own to intercept those still heading towards him. Now, came the tricky
    part, as he had to quickly, but ever so slightly, dip his wand down to cast a
    finite on the carpet Remus had cleverly transfigured into tripping vines
    while still holding onto the bulk of the magic that was still heading towards him. He
    was going to need it.

    Harry drew his wand up over his head, the holly tip glowing brightly as the
    collected magic coalesced into a brilliant blue ball. With his left, wandless hand,
    Harry made a raising gesture, he could feel the power collecting. Now to make the
    magic his. The blue ball of energy turned an angry red.

    All of this in the span of no more than a couple seconds.

    Remus and Sirius had expected Harry to raise a shield to weather the storm of
    attacks, the pair preparing to attempt to overwhelm the young wizard with their
    combined volume of spells and better positioning. So, it came as a complete shock to
    them when instead of blocking the hexes and curses, Harry artfully deflected or
    counter-spelled the lot of them, gathered the magic from the spells he had just
    defeated, and then added his own magic into the mix. Harry brought his arm
    forward.

    A bright red beam of stunning magic shot from his wand, and then split off in two
    directions, right for the pair of attacking wizards. Their attacking positions made
    dodging untenable. The two could do nothing but raise a quick protego.

    It was too little, and too slow. The twin stunning beams powered right through the
    hastily constructed shields, throwing the pair of Marauders off their feet to skid
    backwards along the floor.

    It was over.

    A quick rennervate later, Remus and Sirius were blinking their eyes open.
    Harry held out a hand for Remus to pull him to his feet while Sirius was groaning and
    stretching out his back still on the floor. He would get up a a bit slowly, still
    feeling the effects of the stunning magic.

    "Flitwick taught you that, didn't he?" Sirius accused. Apparently, Harry's extra
    dueling lessons with the Hogwarts Charms professor was already paying off huge
    dividends.

    Despite Sirius's joking tone, Harry frowned. As his godfather and favorite former
    professor cleared their heads, Harry looked down at his feet and sighed deeply.
    "Look, Moony, Padfoot," he said in a tone that sounded a touch frustrated, "I know
    you don't want to hurt me and all, but I need you two to be harder on me. You both
    have to stop holding back."

    Sirius looked at Remus. incredulously. "Remus, did you hear that? We have to stop
    holding back against young Harry."

    "Oh," Remus replied with an amused expression. "Well, in that case, I guess we
    better stop playing around then and not let him toss us around like garden gnomes."
    The former werewolf rubbed the back of his head, which was still smarting from where
    he had hit the ground for the second time, then turned to address the son of his best
    friend. "Believe me, Harry, we're giving you our all. We aren't under-powering
    anything or going easy on you. At all."

    Harry nodded. "I know you aren't treating me like a kid, I do get that. But," here
    Harry paused, "I need you to treat me like a real enemy. Like this isn't ust
    training. You both know darker curses, but you're holding those back. When I face
    Death Eaters, or Voldemort, they won't."

    Sirius walked over to his godson and put his arm around his shoulders. "You're
    right, Harry, we aren't using the Dark Arts in our duels and the Death Eaters will.
    But trust me when I say this, we are giving you our best."

    To demonstrate, Remus cast a "STUPEFY!" as hard as he had been firing at
    Harry during the duel, and a bright red beam flew out to strike one of the many half
    broken tables lying around in the Black ballroom floor. The table cracked and toppled
    backwards several feet from the force of the impact. "The spells we are using in our
    duels may not be lethal or dark, but they will drop you just as surely." Harry took a
    look around the mostly destroyed ballroom. There were scorch marks on the walls and
    broken furniture littered all around the area. He had to admit, it sure looked like
    they were trying pretty hard.

    "When it comes to training your reaction time, positioning, and footwork, there's
    no benefit to using darker curses." Sirius said, twirling his wand in his hand as he
    went about repairing some of the damage. "It's true, you can't learn to directly
    counter-spell specific dark curses this way, but to be honest, I doubt I could be of
    much help there. You're already much better at that than I am."

    "Or me," Remus added. "I might be able to help you with one or two curses I know,
    but I think you'd be better off continuing that kind of practice with Filius."

    Harry nodded in understanding. He wanted to train against what he would be facing
    in the real world, but he could accept what they were saying. "Ok, so how am I doing?
    I mean, really."

    Again the two Marauders had to share a look. "Harry, you put the pair of us on our
    backs," Sirius replied. "You took out two adult wizards, veterans of the war with
    Voldemort, and I was a former hit-wizard. That's…well, beyond remarkable right there.
    But, if you want criticism, there are things you can do better.

    "Your footwork is solid. Not perfect, not graceful, but competent. Keep working
    with Filius on that during your tutoring sessions and you'll only get better, but
    you've got a strong foundation already. You've got natural speed and quickness. There
    are faster duelists out there, but you will just improve with over time, nothing for
    it but to keep practicing. And tactics, well, you're getting there. You're still
    relying on straightforward attacks, though you are starting to anticipate
    transfiguration and attacks from the environment, but you aren't mixing it up much
    yourself."

    Harry nodded his head as he listened to the frank appraisal. "I'll work on it. How
    about casting power?"

    "I would say in pure, raw power that you'd give James a run for his money, but I
    know that's a load of centaur manure." Harry looked a bit disappointed until Sirius
    grinned and continued. "You'd wipe the floor with Prongs. Lily too. Probably both
    together. You, kiddo, are what happens when you put the best witch and best wizard
    I've known together. But don't get cocky, kid, I doubt you'd put James and Lily on
    their backs the way you did me and Moony; that pair were as creative in dueling as
    the Marauders were in pranking."

    Harry beamed at the praise, especially the favorable comparisons with his parents.
    That's one thing Harry Potter never tired of. "Thanks, Padfoot."

    Sirius snorted. "Yeah, and don't think your godfather and uncle are going to go
    down as easily as this time in our next session. We've still got some tricks and
    plenty of experience left to show you. There are a few things about magical combat
    you haven't learned yet. Moony and I might have to cheat, but that's something
    Marauders excel at!"

    The sound of a doorbell ringing from upstairs brought the session to an end.

    "Speaking of the next session," Harry said with a wide grin, "it's time for our
    occlumency lessons now!" And with that, Harry was racing towards the stairs. He was
    clearly excited to continue his training with Ron and Hermione.

    "Already?" Sirius complained. "Don't I get a break?" Then a wheedling look entered
    the head of the Ancient and Most Noble House of Black. "Moony…my friend…"

    The ex-werewolf shook his head. "Uh-uh, oh no. You're the one who volunteered to
    Dumbledore to teach the three of them. I've got some places to be that don't involve
    messing around with teenage witches and wizards and mind magic."

    "But, we just spent an hour dueling! I'm beat," he whined. "You only joined in on
    the last hour!"

    "That'll teach you not to ask for 'best three out of five' the next time Harry
    wipes the floor with you twice in a row!" Remus said with a laugh.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Harry and Ron sat and watched carefully, "their senses extended"—at least they
    were trying to extend them anyway—as Sirius Black held Hermione under the
    legilimens charm. Their bushy haired friend was slumped backwards in a
    large, comfortable chaise while Sirius stood over her, his eyes boring into hers with
    a visible magical intensity. Sirius had admitted that he was "barely competent" at
    legilimency and just "adequate" at occlumency, but when Dumbledore had suggested
    Harry and his best friends receive training from Severus Snape over the summer,
    Harry's godfather had vehemently insisted on training them himself. Back at Hogwarts
    the three of them would still receive supervised sessions with Snape, a
    master legilimens and occlumens, but supervised and only after they would be
    prepared. Sirius would see to it.

    Hermione broke the spell with a gasp for air. She shot a worried and defensive
    glance over at Sirius.

    For his part, the aristocratic wizard raised his hands placatingly. "Don't worry,
    Hermione. What happens in your head, stays in your head. I've already forgotten it,"
    he said.

    At that, the young witch breathed easier. That particular image Sirius had gotten
    from her at the end was something she most certainly did not want shared with her two
    best male friends, or even Sirius. She had no way of knowing if he actually
    had forgotten, but they were learning techniques that would allow themselves
    to actually "forget" unwanted memories, so she had no reason to doubt.

    "Sorry that I had to go for something personal, but I've got to make you want to
    fight me to keep me out. You did a fair job in organizing your thoughts, but you let
    me stay in too long once you knew I was there. You must try to eject me as soon as
    you can."

    Hermione nodded. "I understand. And thank you, Sirius." It had taken Hermione a
    few reminders to call the older wizard by his given name, but Sirius was insistent
    that Harry's best friends be on familiar terms with him.

    "Me next!" Ron volunteered. "I've been practicing," the Weasley said more eagerly
    than he usually was about any kind of learning that didn't involve Quidditch or
    lunch. Ron had reason to be excited, though. He had been more successful than his
    other two friends from the start, much to Harry's and Hermione's consternation. It
    wasn't that they were jealous (at least Harry wasn't) or proud, but that they didn't
    understand how Ron, who had barely studied and had asked them to explain the theory
    to him, had outperformed them both.

    Harry watched as Sirius stepped over to his other best friend, then leveled his
    wand at the red head and incanted: legilimens! As Ron's head jerked slightly
    backwards, a sign of an occlumens detecting an intrusion, Harry wondered what secrets
    Ron was hiding—other than the obvious ones.

    Truthfully, Harry despised hiding things from his friends. He had felt some relief
    at the revelation in the Department of Mysteries that Ron was actually a seer, but he
    had felt slightly sick at the deception that went along with the partial explanation.
    Dumbledore had led Ron and Hermione to believe that Ron's predictions were themselves
    the force that changed probability, when it was actually how much the predictions
    were believed and how they were perceived that influenced how magic worked
    to influence events. They had been told, at best, a half truth.

    But there was no way Ron Weasley could be told the truth. He was, Harry hated to
    admit, a hothead and just enough of a braggart that Ron just couldn't be trusted with
    the secret. Hermione, on the other hand, was certainly capable of understanding the
    need for secrecy and fully capable of keeping the secret—which was why Dumbledore had
    allowed Harry to attempt to let her in on it as a future provisional ICW member, but
    her worldview was so tied to the sacrosanctity of rules and the authority of
    scholarship that the revelation literally caused her to have a mental breakdown.
    Three times so far. Dumbledore had called it a classic Type II Denier, same as
    Professor Minerva McGonagall.

    "Very good, Ron," Sirius congratulated. "You managed to hold me off and break out
    of the charm." Ron beamed at the praise. "But you need to hide that memory of you and
    those Witch Weekly magazines a little bit better than in a visualization of 'under
    the bed'—that's the first place anyone'd look."

    Hermione giggled while Ron spluttered.

    "I thought you said what was in our minds stays in our minds!" Ron protested.
    "Bloody hell!"

    Sirius smirked. "Oh come now, Ron, a wizard your age? Nobody would believe you
    weren't looking at pretty young witches in magazines."

    And then it was Harry's turn. He wasn't as eager as Ron, but he was a lot less
    nervous than he had been the first time they actually practiced. Harry had been
    worried that he would let one of the "major" secrets slip, despite Dumbledore's
    assurances that it was not possible.

    

    "But, Professor, if Sirius will see inside my mind while he's training me, how
    can we be sure I can protect the secret? I trust him, of course…"

    "As you know, it is not simply a matter of trust, Harry. Do not worry, though.
    Not even Voldemort himself would be able to pry that particular secret from your
    mind. Sirius will not even be aware that there is a secret there being
    hidden."

    Harry was confused. Wasn't the entire purpose of the occlumency lessons to
    protect the secret of prophecy and the secret of the nature of magic?

    "Oh, most certainly not. If it were that easy, not only would Tom Riddle-a
    master legilimens-have learned of it, but far many more dark lords before him would
    have as well," the Headmaster replied to Harry's unspoken question. Harry hadn't even
    realized Dumbledore had been reading his mind.

    "Then why am I learning the mind arts? And how is the secret protected?" Harry
    asked. This time out loud.

    "The reason why will be divulged to you after
    you have completed your training in occlumency, for obvious reasons. But as to
    your other question, it is actually quite remarkable, and something you will need to
    know as a member of the ICW," Dumbledore said, a twinkle in his eye. "Now,
    considering your history, I'm sure you are familiar with the fidelius charm, are you
    not?" Harry nodded. "What do you know of it?"

    "Well, a person hides the secret of a location. The secret is hidden within
    the soul of the Secret Keeper, and because of that nobody can find out the secret
    unless the secret keeper tells them. Right?"

    "Essentially, yes. Do you know who invented the fidelius charm?" Dumbledore
    asked, his characteristic knowing smile on his face.

    Harry shook his head. That information wasn't covered, even in NEWT level
    charms, so it was really not a surprise to the Headmaster. And even had Harry known
    the official version of the history of the charm, it would have been a fabrication,
    anyway.

    "If you were to look the answer up, it would list Arsenius Giltfeather. In
    actual fact, it was Merlin who first created the original version. If the lore is
    correct, it was something of an inadvertent creation You see, Harry, Merlin was
    attempting to create a spell that would hide a secret from anyone who did not already
    know it."

    "But it didn't work," Harry said. "Otherwise, I wouldn't have figured the
    secret out on my own during Third Year."

    "True. Merlin discovered that using binding wizard oaths as a basis, he could
    create a charm that would protect a person from forcibly or accidentally divulging
    information of any kind, so long as someone connected with the vow held that
    information as a secret—within their souls. Unfortunately, while he was successful in
    creating the initial protection, he could not prevent someone else from discovering
    the same information on their own. It was then that Merlin had the idea of placing
    the secret in an object and removing the place of that object from normal
    space-time."

    "He made it un-Plottable! Then nobody could ever find it unless they were
    given the secret of where it was."

    "Precisely. Merlin found that this would protect the secret of where a place
    was or where an object was, making it impossible for anyone who did not know to even
    discover the location. And so, the fidelius charm was born, though Giltfeather would
    later refine it when spreading knowledge of the charm. Unfortunately, however, this
    did not solve the problem of how to protect the secrets not tied to specific
    locations or the whereabouts of certain objects, so he founded an organization that
    would become what today is the International Confederation of Wizards to achieve
    through diligence and vigilance what charms could not."

    "But, the charm that protects a general secret from being shared outside the
    society still works," Harry surmised. "The socius secretum charm. And the
    charm the Unspeakables use, it works on the same principle, right?" Harry understood
    it now.

    "Precisely. Only the Secret-Keeper or someone authorized by the
    Secret-Keeper—which is one difference from the fidelius charm—can share the secret
    with those outside the society, intentionally or otherwise. However, those outside
    the society bound by the vow who stumble upon the same knowledge are not bound to
    keep it secret, nor are they protected by the socius secretum charm. Which
    is why so much of our effort goes into prevention, and failing that, memory
    alteration; elsewise the knowledge would spread and very bad things would
    happen."

    

    Harry opened his eyes to see a frowning Sirius Black. Harry hadn't even realized
    he had been legilimized during that recollection despite having heard Sirius speak
    the incantation for the spell.

    "That…was odd. You successfully defended whatever your surface thoughts were, but
    I could easily get into the rest of your memories. There wasn't much resistance at
    all." Sirius hated to criticize Harry, but his godson had made disappointingly little
    progress since their first attempt. "What were you doing while I was preparing to
    cast the spell?"

    Harry shook his head in frustration. He knew he hadn't done as well as either of
    his friends. "I tried clearing my thoughts and hiding my memories behind made up
    images, but I just can't seem to control my thoughts so easily."

    "Hang on," Sirius said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. "When you say you were
    clearing your thoughts and hiding your memories, are you trying to do this with your
    mind?"

    Harry nodded, slightly confused. Wasn't that was occlumency was all about?

    Sirius shook his head ruefully. "Now I understand. You've been thinking of this as
    a purely mental process. No wonder! Harry, occlumency is mind magic.
    Just trying to organize your mind and clear your thoughts by meditating is something
    even muggles can do. What you need to do is direct your magic to organize, clear, and
    protect your mind. Think of your thoughts as if they were your wand and the defenses
    you want to put as the incantation to a spell. Let the magic do the work rather than
    trying to strain yourself not thinking of an elephant."

    It was like a light bulb went off in Harry's head. That made so much more sense.
    Tell someone not to think of something and that's exactly what they would think
    about. But magic could simply vanish the thoughts away.

    "Okay, I'll give you a minute. This time, try to use your magic to do all the
    things you were trying to do just mentally."

    Harry nodded his head. A minute later, Sirius was looking intently at his godson,
    wand pointed at him.

    Legilimens!
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    Chapter 20: Cannons

    

    The town of Chudleigh was a modest one, settled as was in the county of Devon in
    the extreme Southwest of England. The townsfolk there were proud of their home, one
    of the few such small towns which continued the tradition of holding an annual
    carnival, and were quite pleased with the heated swimming pool which the local
    primary school left open to the public year round. The six thousand or so residents
    of the town would have been thrilled to know that they had a professional sports
    team, and one that was doing particularly well for the first time in several
    decades.

    Alas, the International Statue of Secrecy prevented any such thing, and the
    townsfolk were entirely ignorant of the fact that just a few miles away from the
    Chudleigh Cricket Pitch, there was a stadium which could easily house the entirety of
    the town's population and at that very moment was filled from top to bottom with a
    crowd of witches and wizards drawn from all over the region. If any resident of the
    town were to have come too close to the area, they would suddenly have found
    themselves remembering some urgent reason to be somewhere else; they wouldn't have
    heard the shouts and cheers, nor seen the bright orange robes of the wizards and
    witches who were out zooming around the pitch.

    "And the Cannons score again on Garret's
    brilliant strike! Which leaves our score Chudley 170 to Appleby 80," the
    announcer called with an unfeigned excitement.

    Had the townsfolk known that the resident witches and wizards which lived in a
    separate little enclave within their village referred to the town as
    'Chudley' instead of 'Chudleigh', they might have been put out. It
    wasn't that the magicals had any real reason to prefer that spelling but that was how
    it had been chartered on the magical side of things, and the few times the issue had
    been brought up with the Ministry of Magic it had been brushed aside as unimportant
    and the witches and wizards who had mentioned it had shrugged their shoulders and
    decided it wasn't really worth the trouble to make a bigger fuss about. So it was
    that the professional Quidditch team the town hosted had a slightly different name
    than the the Muggle town.

    It had been a full century since the Cannons had won the league, and a few decades
    since they had even had a winning season. The last ten years they had barely even
    scraped by a single win. This year, however, was different. The Cannons were
    undefeated through the first seven games of the season, the entire team was playing
    with confidence and daring unlike anything the fans had seen in a long, long
    time.

    And in the middle of the stands, sitting prominently in the VIP box, Ronald
    Weasley was having the time of his life. With every goal the Cannons scored, Ron was
    clapped on the back. The red-head was being plied with free butterbeer, fans were
    coming up to shake his hand as they made their way past him to the concessions booth,
    and if a conversation wasn't about the game itself, it was probably mentioning him.
    The young wizard had wide grin on his face as he enjoyed the attention. Harry and
    Hermione were sitting just a row down, having taken their friend up on his offer of
    free tickets, but for once it Ron wasn't being passed over for attention because of
    Harry Potter, it was the Boy-Who-Lived who was mostly being ignored in favor of his
    friend.

    Harry couldn't be happier for Ron. It was a relief not to be the biggest draw of
    social attention, and seeing his friend genuinely happy at the success of his
    favorite team was a beautiful thing to see. Speaking of seeing, Harry caught a
    tell-tale glimpse of something shimmering gold heading right by the Cannon
    seeker.

    "It's like it's just daring him to catch it," Harry muttered in disbelief.

    And there goes Perkins! He's seen the golden snitch! Dummars is far out of
    position on this one, and he's caught it! Chamberlain Perkins has caught the snitch
    and is awarded 150 points making—

    The cheers around the stadium subsided for a second as the referee flew over to
    the scorer's table. There was a momentary hush as the crowd waited expectantly to see
    what the official ruling was that held up the announcement.

    —Can you believe it? According to the officials, Nicholas Garrett scored a
    last second goal just moments before Perkins grabbed the snitch, making the final
    score Chudley 330 to Appleby
    80! The Cannons have won their eighth straight game, and it's just
    as after they got 100 points, EXACTLY as the Weasley Seer predicted!

    And then it was pandemonium in the stands as the crowd went wild. Tubs of
    Magipop Popcorn were tossed into the air, fans shot sparks into the sky with
    their wands, and flashbulbs went off as reporters got pictures of the event. Ron was
    swarmed with people all shouting questions at him.

    Ron Weasley might have found the experience a bit too much if not for the fact
    that shortly after the chaos began the entire Chudley Cannon team entered the VIP box
    along with the team manager. It wasn't the first time since Ron's prediction of
    Chudley Cannon dominance at the start of the season that he got to meet the team, but
    Ron was no less grinning from ear to ear as he got to meet his sports idols
    again.

    Ron thrust forward a pair of posters, one of Perkins and one featuring Garrett,
    and stammered out a request for them to sign the posters. He already had one of the
    entire team autographed by each of them, but a fan could never have too much
    autographed memorabilia, could he?

    Garrett autographed his poster and returned it with a smile and a friendly pat on
    his shoulder, but Perkins didn't immediately sign his. Instead, the Cannons seeker
    pulled out an older copy of the Daily Prophet from his travel bag and thrust it
    towards Ron in turn. "If you don't mind, Mister Weasley, could you autograph this
    article for me?"

    "M-me? Give YOU an autograph?" Ron stammered uncomprehendingly.

    "You bet! I have to confess, I didn't really believe in Divinations when I first
    read this, thought it was all so much rubbish," the Seeker said, pointing to the
    article that read Seer Predicts Stellar Year for Cannons. "But you're the
    genuine article. So, please, if you don't mind, I really would like your
    autograph."

    "Go ahead, Ron," Harry encouraged on seeing his friend hesitate. Harry knew what
    was going through his friends head and knew just what to say. "It's not like you're
    Lockhart or anything. One autograph won't make you a ponce."

    With an even more massive grin, Ron grabbed a quill and signed the paper while
    Chamberlain Perkins, seeker of the Chudley Cannons, signed his poster. There was a
    flash of cameras going off.

    "I think that's our cue to slip away," Harry whispered to Hermione, who nodded in
    return. The two friends quietly left the ring of reporters and players, not wanting
    to get caught up in it, or in Harry's case, not wanting to deflect any of the
    attention from his friend.

    To Ron's delight, the team owner presented him with his own Cannons jersey with
    his surname emblazoned on the back. Ron Weasley was now officially an honorary member
    of the team. And then the reporters were asking questions, both of the team and
    managers, and of Ron as well.

    "Mr. Weasley! Mr. Weasley!" a voice called, gaining the floor for another
    question. "Tobias Faust, Daily Prophet. According to your predictions, would you say
    that the Cannons will go undefeated this year?"

    "Well," Ron mused, taking a moment to come up with something that sounded a little
    less like a crazed fan and more like a confident prognosticator, "the Inner
    Eye hasn't exactly seen every game the Cannons will play this year, so I can't
    say they'll be undefeated for sure, but I wouldn't put it past them.
    They're definitely going to win it all. Oh, and the next three matches are a sure
    bet," he added with a wink.

    The gathered witches and wizards went understandably wild at that pronouncement,
    which was why when a thin, older witch wrapped up in numerous shawls and glasses with
    oversized lenses made her way into the crowd, none of them noticed. Harry, however,
    dipped his head respectfully and greeted the Hogwarts teacher. Whatever he had
    thought earlier, his experience with Ron and the ICW had greatly altered his
    perspective.

    "Professor Trelawney."

    "Mr. Potter. I would say I was surprised to see you out here, but of course, that
    is not really so, since I foresaw your appearance," Trelawney said with an air of
    self-importance.

    Just before she half-tripped over her robes.

    "What are you doing here, Professor?" Harry inquired.

    "What the Portents of Fate have decreed for me to do today is not for me to
    share," she said, before pointedly glancing up to where Ron was having his picture
    taken with entire Cannons team. The expression on her face was not a happy one.

    "Um, Professor," Hermione began, trying to find a way to apologize for storming
    out of the teacher's class in Third Year. Until her experience in the Department of
    Mysteries, Hermione had thought her actions entirely justified. Now, however, she
    felt embarrassed at her earlier behavior.

    "Don't worry about it, Miss Granger," Professor Trelawney said, her voice taking
    on a patronizing tone as she turned to face the young witch. "Skeptics like yourself
    cannot help that you are unable to see the mysteries of the Inner Eye. I
    don't hold it against you."

    Then Trelawney left Harry and Hermione there as the teacher made her way through
    the circle of reporters, intent on Ron.

    "It's like she wants to offend me on purpose!" Hermione fumed.

    "I think it is on purpose," Harry said as he watched the Divinations professor
    bumble her way to the middle of the circle. He didn't quite understand why, but he
    couldn't help be think it was all part of her elaborate act.

    There was a renewed flash of photography as whispers of, "It's the seer's
    teacher!" "The great-great granddaughter of Cassandra Trelawney!" and "Look at how
    big her eyes are in those glasses!" filled the air.

    "Professor Trelawney!" the voice of Tobias Faust called out, "are you here to
    confirm Mr. Weasley's predictions?"

    "Will you contradict your student's words?" came another voice.

    "What is your business here?" another reporter called out.

    "I'm here to…I'm here for…oh, don't tell me…," the batty, frazzled looking
    professor said as if she suddenly had forgotten her purpose. "Oh, yes, right….I'm
    here on official Hogwarts business." At that declaration there was an eruption of
    questions from all sides, before Professor Trelawney silenced everyone with a simple
    statement. "Headmaster Albus Dumbledore has some important business to conduct with
    Mr. Weasley." She gave Ron a very pointed look. "Now come along, Mr. Weasley, you've
    done enough with your Inner Eye today."

    "What about the predictions about the Cannons?" Tobias called out insistently.
    "Are you saying Ron Weasley's predictions aren't accurate?"

    Sybil sighed, before turning to face all the cameras. "Mr. Weasley is my most
    gifted student. His prediction on this matter is as certain as the art of divination
    can be."

    "Does that mean the Chudley Cannons will win the championship this year?"

    "Yes, yes," Trelawney answered back impatiently, "the Cannons will do just fine."
    Then the Professor grabbed Ron by one of his ears and started dragging him out of the
    VIP box, giving the red-headed wizard a withering look. "As for Ron himself, though,
    I am afraid that he is in grave danger."

    Ron gulped before Trelawney and him disapparated. From the grip on his
    ear, he had a good sense from what direction that danger would be coming.
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    Chapter 21: A New Order

    

    Molly Weasley took her seat at the long, formal dining room of 12 Grimmauld Place.
    Despite herself she couldn't help to notice what an impressive display of wealth and
    status it was, now that the room had been fully restored and refurbished. The long,
    cherry wood table was beautifully trimmed, freshly stained and glossed. The antique
    dresser containing the Black family crest had been moved to a new corner, its design
    a reminder of the ancient lineage of the house, but its placement a testament to the
    new direction Sirius Black was taking his family line. A gorgeous crystal chandelier
    hanging above the table glowed with a newly enchanted inner magic, drenching the room
    in a brightness that had not been seen in the house in decades, if ever.

    Molly could admit to herself that she could only dream of having a dining area
    that looked like this. She didn't regret for a second her choice to marry Arthur or
    her life at the Burrow, but there were moments where she might wish for something a
    little grander in her life. The old and stately dining room reminded her the
    difference in lifestyle between the Noble and Most Ancient House of Black and the
    more common wizarding families, such as the Weasleys and Prewetts.

    The chairs that surrounded the table, however, were all new. Sirius had never
    liked the old high-backed dining chairs when he was growing up, and when it was
    discovered that the magic that had held preserved the original seats over the years
    had worn off, allowing decay to set in, the new head of the Black house decided to
    simply vanish what was left of them and replace them with newer, cushioned chairs.
    The new furniture was evenly spaced around the long, formal dining table. Settling
    into her comfortable seat, Molly certainly approved of Sirius Black's choice.

    Molly noted that Harry was across the table seated just to the left of Dumbledore
    at the center of the table, which was odd as she would have thought the young man
    would be by his godfather. Sirius was at the head of the table, as befit the owner of
    the house, but the Headmaster's position would allow him to be at the center of
    discussion.

    Around the table were many familiar witches and wizards, all of whom Mrs. Weasley
    recognized either from the Order or from their association with Hogwarts. Alastor
    Moody, Rubeus Hagrid, Remus Lupin, and Minerva McGonagall were all seated on the same
    side as Albus and Harry. Seated near her were her husband, Kingsley Shacklebolt, and
    Nymphadora Tonks along with Severus Snape, Mundungus Fletcher and a few of the old
    hands from the previous war. There were several others still standing, including the
    rest of her family, despite there being a number of seats open.

    Professor Dumbledore rose from his position and tapped his wand against a goblet
    at his place at the table, the sound bringing an instant halt to the private
    conversations, and Molly immediately gave him her full attention.

    "Welcome all of you, and thank you for coming on such short notice. I regret for
    the need to call upon your services again, but circumstances are such that if we sit
    by any longer we may find ourselves once more fighting a war which we will be hard
    pressed to win. For this reason, I am officially reconvening the Order—"

    The meeting was already starting? Considering the number of open chairs, she had
    thought there was more time before she needed to get everyone up to bed. "Oh, I'm
    sorry Albus, I wasn't aware we were already starting," Molly Weasley apologized. The
    matronly red head clapped her hands together to get her children's attention, "Okay
    all of you, Fred, George, Ron, Ginny—get yourselves up to your rooms. And no
    eavesdropping! Harry, Hermione, you too. This is a meeting for the adults here."

    "Actually, Molly," Dumbledore said raising his hand to forestall any further
    motion, "Harry is here for the meeting at my direct invitation." Dumbledore placed
    his upraised hand on Harry's shoulder, settling him in his place. "As much as I wish
    to spare him the unpleasant business of the return of Voldemort," Molly shuddered at
    the name—so many terrible memories associated with even its mention—"circumstances
    will not allow it. And I'm afraid, the business at hand has a great deal to do with
    one your children." Dumbledore's gaze locked with that of the youngest male Weasley
    boy. "With your permission, Mrs. Weasley, I would ask that Ron remain with us."

    Molly's hand flew to her mouth. "My little Ron?" Little Ron? What business could
    the Order of the Phoenix possibly have that her little boy would need to be present
    for a meeting? "But…what…" Before she could even finish vocalizing the question, she
    knew what it was. Ron was a registered seer. You-Know-Who would want that power.
    Still, it wasn't right that her little boy needed to be part of this. "But Albus,
    he's too young!"

    "Yes, he is, Molly," Dumbledore replied. "As were many of those we lost in the
    last war. But if we are to have the best chance of protecting our children from the
    coming threat then I am afraid that Ron's participation is required. It is, of
    course, your and Arthur's decision, but I hope you will consent."

    Arthur Weasley, the man who she loved as much as she loved herself and her
    children, took her hand and met her eyes. She could see the understanding of her
    concern in Arthur's eyes, but there was also that firm look she recognized from back
    during the war that said that it would all be okay. The dark forces had to be fought.
    And Ron was not so small as he once was. His inclusion was the best way to help him.
    Silently, Molly blinked her consent, a tear running down her cheek. After a moment,
    Arthur nodded his head back at the group.

    "Well, if ickle Ronnikins is joining the meeting—" Fred began.

    "—then George and I will be joining, too!" his brother finished.

    "And so will I!" Ginny declared, stepping forward to join the rest of her
    family.

    At this, Molly stood and whirled on the children. "No, you will not!" She looked
    on her children for a moment, seeing their youth but also their growth over these
    years. Her twin boys, her rowdy troublemakers, they weren't warriors. But they
    weren't babies either. Ginny—Ginny had faced Voldemort. Nearly died. She was strong
    for her age, but still—

    "Fred. George," she began, eyeing each of the boys in turn and correctly
    called their names, "You will sit next to your father. You will not get up to any of
    your pranks while at this meeting and you will take what is said here seriously.
    Ginevra, you will get upstairs. Ron may have to be here despite being too young, but
    that isn't true of you." Before Ginny could get more than half a word of protest, the
    Weasley matriarch silenced her with an unquestionable command. "Now get upstairs,
    young lady!"

    Ginny stomped out of the room angrily, while Fred and George took their seats at
    the table next to their parents. Ron, however, took the empty chair next to Harry on
    the other side of the table. Molly felt her chest swell with pride at her boy's
    choice to stick by his friend, no matter her misgivings on having young children
    involved in even a limited capacity. She hadn't been sure Ron was as cut out for
    Gryffindor as the rest of the family, but it was times like these that proved what he
    was made of. Hermione took the only other empty seat on Dumbledore's side of the
    table, next to Ron, and Molly found herself unable to object to her inclusion either
    with both Ron and Harry included.

    With that, Dumbledore began outlining what they knew of current Death Eater
    activity, where the Ministry stood, and what sort of resources they had with which to
    fight back. This time, after the battle of Little Hangleton and so many Aurors having
    witnessed the gathered Death Eaters and the resurrected dark lord, the Ministry was
    doing more to safeguard the public than in previous years, but they still would not
    directly investigate many of the suspected Death Eaters, despite all the evidence
    that they were You-Know-Who's followers. After that initial report, Dumbledore
    detailed the need for the Order to be officially re-activated, and Molly found
    herself agreeing.

    Dumbledore initiated the Order of the Phoenix by confirming the membership of
    those present, citing their efforts and loyalty in the past war as the basis for
    inclusion this time without any need for discussion. Molly felt her cheeks warm up as
    her own actions were mentioned as "heroic" followed by Arthur being similarly
    praised. "Now, as Messieurs George and Fred Weasley have passed their O.W.L. exams
    with acceptable marks and are set to graduate this year as adult wizards, and
    considering their family's close alignment to the Light, it is my opinion that they
    be inducted as members of the Order of the Phoenix."

    There was a quick show of wands in support. A few abstained, but did not
    object.

    "As for Mr. Ronald Weasley and Ms. Hermione Granger, being as they are both
    underage and have not yet achieved their O.W.L.'s," the Headmaster said as preamble,
    "I propose that they be admitted as junior members of the Order until such time as
    they come of age and have completed at least Ordinary Wizarding Levels of study. As
    such, they will not be asked to take part in any Order business with the
    following exceptions: First, they may be asked to perform tasks beneficial to the
    Order as Hogwarts students, such as rallying other students to resist Voldemort's
    influence, discretely gathering information from fellow-students, and other such
    non-dangerous tasks." Molly nodded her head. It was more involvement than she would
    like, but at least it was reasonable. "And second," at this Dumbledore fixed Molly
    with a his deep, blue eyes, "they may be given critical tasks for which they are
    uniquely qualified."

    Such as if they were registered seers. Oh dear. But Molly had no way to protest.
    She raised her wand in agreement despite her heart wanting desperately to object.

    And then Dumbledore said something that made Molly wonder if the Hogwart's
    Headmaster had lost his mind. "And finally, we come to the matter of Mr. Harry
    Potter's membership in the Order. After careful consideration, I have come to the
    decision to officially take Mr. Potter as my apprentice. He will therefore be
    inducted as a full member of the Order, and moreover, in the event of my untimely
    demise, will be the one to take up the reigns of leadership."

    There was an immediate commotion as several people spoke up at once, each
    expressing some version of the same incredulity Molly felt. Severus Snape and several
    of the older member were loudly complaining that despite his apparent
    accomplishments, there was no way that Harry should be a full member at his age, much
    less the heir to leadership of the Order of the Phoenix. It was a little surprising
    to Molly that Harry's own godfather did not speak up to object, or even Remus Lupin
    for that matter.

    It was actually Molly herself who actually finally was given the floor to voice
    the opposition to Dumbledore's ridiculous proposal. "But Albus, you can't be serious!
    I love Harry like a son," she paused to give him a warm smile to assure him that her
    objection was nothing personal against him—quite the opposite—before turning back to
    the Headmaster to continue, "but to think that he should be given the
    responsibilities of being a full Order Member at his age is just irresponsible! I
    shudder to think what would happen if he were to come up against a Death Eater."

    Dumbledore wore a concerned expression for a moment, as if just realizing the
    point. "Perhaps you are right, Mrs. Weasley. I may have been a little hasty in
    bringing young Harry into this."

    "What?!" Harry protested immediately.

    "Molly, if you would, please stun Mr. Potter so that he can be removed from the
    table and we can continue our business. I'm afraid he cannot be trusted not to try to
    listen in."

    Molly gave the Hogwarts Headmaster an incredulous look. "Albus, that is going too
    far. There is no call—"

    Albus Dumbledore broke into her objection harshly, "If you don't feel strongly
    enough about this matter to merely stun the boy, then we will simply continue and Mr.
    Potter will be a full member of Order. Now, then…"

    Molly was shocked. How could Albus be some callous towards the boy's welfare? And
    worse...that Albus Dumbledore would so underestimate her was…was unbelievable. He
    thought he could scare her off her argument with such a ridiculous ultimatum? True,
    he knew that she had a soft heart and wouldn't ever think of harming a hair on
    Harry's head, but if it were for his safety, she would do what she must. The
    Headmaster really was slipping if he thought a bluff such as this would make her
    change her mind.

    Sadly, Molly drew her wand. "I'm sorry, Harry, but this is for your own good."
    Harry would be angry at her, but in time he would see it was for the best. He really
    was not ready for this kind of dangerous endeavor. Perhaps if Harry were removed,
    Hermione would also reconsider and Ron would be careful not to overstep his
    bounds.

    The look on Harry's face as she leveled her wand at him was not what she expected.
    The outrage she had seen when Dumbledore had briefly agreed with her was now gone.
    She had expected perhaps fear, or maybe defiance and anger, but instead he
    looked—calm. For a moment she hesitated, but a look over to Dumbledore's unperturbed
    expression and Molly steeled herself.

    She jabbed her wand toward the Boy-Who-Lived. "Stupefy!"

    It happened so fast. A red beam shot from her wand, lancing out towards Harry. And
    then, faster than she could blink, the young wizard simply backhanded her
    spell away from him, the red bolt sent just over her own head to crash into the
    dining room door. She turned her head for just a moment to see what kind of mark her
    spell would leave, hoping it would not be too hard to repair with magic, and when she
    turned back she was met with the sight of Harry aiming his finger at
    her.

    "I'm sorry, Ms. Weasley," he said with just a slight tinge of coming regret, "but
    this is for your own good."

    There was no incantation. No warning. The red bolt of Harry's stunning charm was
    easily faster and stronger than her own. She knew this because she hadn't even
    thought of dodging or putting up a shield before everything went black.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    There was a moment of hushed silence while Harry stood there, his finger extended
    and Molly Weasley was slumped over on the table.

    Harry started to go over to revive Mrs. Weasley, but Dumbledore held him back. He
    had been hoping it would have been Snape who would challenge him, as Dumbledore had
    predicted someone would do, but he had done as he had been instructed. Honestly, he
    was more on Mrs. Weasley's side about not being ready to lead, but as Dumbledore had
    pointed out, the Order needed to begin putting their confidence in Harry
    now. Before either he or Dumbledore faced Voldemort.

    "Rennervate," Arthur Weasley said with his want pointing at his wife. She
    barely stirred. The Weasley patriarch gave a surprised glance at Harry before
    repeating the charm, "Rennervate!" this time focusing more strongly on
    awakening.

    "I'm sorry, Arthur," Harry said, then glanced to his right, "Ron." Then Harry
    looked over at Mrs. Weasley, worried at what he might see there. Would this destroy
    their relationship? "Mrs. Weasley, I'm sorry I had to do that…"

    Dumbledore cut him off. "Now, now, Harry, no need to worry. No harm done. It was,
    after all, just a stunning spell. Isn't that right, Molly?" There was a hint of
    chiding in his voice.

    A now fully cognizant Molly Weasley shook her head in agreement. "No, Harry dear,
    Albus is right. No harm done. And, I would like to apologize for doubting you. I-I
    can't object to you being a member of the Order."

    And that was that. Severus Snape and one or two others still looked unhappy about
    Harry being the next leader of the Order, but there was no denying Harry's power.

    Dumbledore was quick to explain that Harry was not, presently, a
    second-in-command, but that in time Harry would be privy to certain of the
    Headmaster's secrets and that would give him the best perspective to direct the Order
    against Voldemort if it happened that Dumbledore were to be unable to lead. If such
    an unfortunate situation did arise before the Headmaster managed to properly train
    Harry in planning and strategy, then it would fall to Alastor Moody to handle the
    details and logistics of operations, but Harry would determine many of the objectives
    the other Order members would need to achieve to defeat Voldemort once and for
    all.

    "Which brings us to the most critical matter of the evening," Dumbledore said, and
    at that everyone in the room who had been relaxing came to abrupt attention. "In the
    last war, there was a particular weapon that we possessed of which Voldemort did not
    have knowledge." The elderly wizard let the importance of that hang in the air for a
    moment. "A True Prophecy made by Hogwarts's own Sybill Telawney, detailing the means
    by which the dark lord could be brought down."

    There was a stifled gasp at the revelation. Ron was only one of those caught by
    surprise at the revelation. Several others in the room were equally shocked.

    "It was in part due to this prophecy that Voldemort was defeated the last time,"
    Dumbledore continued. "For you see, it was partial news of this prophecy
    which led Voldemort to seek out the Potters. One of his Death Eaters managed to
    overhear the first part of the prophecy and relay the information to him. But it was
    the second part of the prophecy, that which he did not know, which
    led to his destruction. Unfortunately, the cost of our victory was the loss of James
    and Lily Potter."

    At those words, Harry noticed the eyes of most present shift to him in either
    sympathy or pity. It was something he was used to, but not something he particularly
    relished.

    "So, Dumbledore, what do you need us to do? How can we use this weapon against him
    this time?" Harry recognized the speaker as Kingsley Shacklebolt, an auror highly
    regarded in the DMLE if gossip was to be believed, and highly skilled as he recalled
    from what he saw of the man at the Battle of Little Hangleton.

    "It is of paramount importance that Voldemort not get his hands on the full
    prophecy. Our knowledge of his vulnerability is an advantage we cannot afford to
    lose," Dumbledore said. "It is for this reason that we must be vigilant in guarding
    it from Death Eaters. We will need to place extra security within the Department of
    Mysteries at all times when the Ministry is closed. To that end, I have used my
    influence with the head Unspeakable to arrange for access to the Hall of Prophecy for
    all Order members who work at Ministry of Magic. These badges will grant you access
    to the Hall as needed."

    Dumbledore passed out badges to Shacklebolt, Moody, Tonks, Arthur Weasley, and a
    couple of others who Harry had not known were actually Ministry employees. After a
    few more words about how the Order would operate over the next few weeks before the
    start of Hogwarts year, Dumbledore drew the meeting to a close. "Voldemort must not
    find out the remainder of the prophecy. Let us see that he does not."
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    After the meeting was over, Hermione pulled Harry and Ron aside.

    "I think Dumbledore is making a big mistake," Hermione whispered.

    "What do you mean?" Harry whispered back, ducking his head closer to his best
    friends. It wasn't unexpected that she would want to keep her doubts between the
    three of them, but he was a little surprised Hermione would question the Headmaster's
    judgment at all. Despite having come out of her shell a lot since first year, she
    still rarely questioned authority figures like this, especially Dumbledore.

    "I mean, by placing a guard on the prophecy, Dumbledore is attracting attention to
    it! If they're right, and there are Death Eater spies in the Ministry, this will draw
    Voldemort's attention to the prophecy rather than keep him away from it!"

    Ron frowned, thinking Hermione's line of reasoning through. "I don't think the
    Headmaster would make a mistake like that. It's too clumsy," Ron said. "So, it's a
    probably gambit of some kind," he continued before pausing a second time. "But
    whatever for?"

    "Because," the voice of the Headmaster came from directly behind them, before
    swishing his wand around, a privacy ward forming around them, "it is imperative that
    Voldemort does hear the rest of the prophecy."

    Hermione whirled around, taken completely off-guard. "What? I don't understand.
    Why would you want to give Voldemort the prophecy when it has the secret to defeating
    him?"

    "Oh wait," Ron spoke up, "I think I get it now. Nostradamus's Third…er, Fourth
    Principle."

    Dumbledore nodded.

    "It's one of the things Trelawney is teaching me," Ron started.

    "Professor Trelawney," the Headmaster corrected.

    "Oh yeah, right, Professor Trelawney. It's about," Ron screwed up his face, trying
    to recall what it was about. "How prophecies get stronger when the people they are
    about know them or something like that. Right?"

    "The fourth efficacy parameter of determinant precognition is directly
    proportional to the degree of knowledge of a prophecy: strongest for the subject and
    principle actors, weaker for collateral subjects, and still weaker but non-trivial
    for peripheral observers," Dumbledore quoted.

    "Yeah, that," Ron said.

    Harry could see the wheels in Hermione's head turning as she worked out
    Dumbledore's plan. "So, for Trelawney's seer powers to work best on Voldemort, he
    needs to know more about it. Which is why you are making a move you know will draw
    Voldemort's attention." Hermione thought for another beat, "and why you informed so
    many people in the Order! You think there's a spy among us!"

    Dumbledore chuckled, "Not quite, but you have the right idea. I trust all of those
    in the Order of the Phoenix to fight valiantly against Voldemort. However, there are
    those whose lips are more prone to inadvertently letting slip things that are
    supposed to be secret, and those whose minds are not guarded with occlumency."

    Hermione's eyes went wide.

    So did Harry's. "Hagrid!" he exclaimed. "hang on! If you expect Hagrid to let
    information like that slip, then in first year you actually meant for—"

    Dumbledore cut the young wizard off. "I assure you, it was most certainly
    not my intention for the information to reach any of you. I do
    admit that my entrusting Hagrid with certain secrets was a design to allow his
    affable nature to be exploited in an attempt to ensnare Voldemort's agent, but that
    you three came into the same knowledge was entirely unanticipated on my part."
    Dumbledore held up a hand. "And before you ask, the reason the challenges set were
    not harder was that they were never meant to keep a dark wizard away, but rather to
    merely delay. They were also meant to keep adventurous students out or incapacitate
    them without causing any lasting harm."

    Harry frowned. "But then, why didn't you use an Age Line at the door?"

    Dumbledore got a look of sudden surprise on his face before chuckling once again.
    "To be honest, I simply did not think of it. Perhaps next time I need to hide a
    powerful artifact as bait to ensnare a crafty dark wizard, I will consult you three
    on how not to let First-Years get themselves into great danger." Then the Headmaster
    pushed his glasses up on his nose. "However, in the meantime, I suggest that when you
    wish to have a private conversation in places where you could be overheard that you
    first create a privacy ward."

    With a wink, the Headmaster left the three students feeling half proud of figuring
    out what they had and half-chagrined for not being more cautious.
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    Chapter 22: Omens

    "Boy! Bring me those teacups from the shelf!"

    With a bit of a harried look, Ron quickly complied, grabbing as many as he could
    with his hands, before remembering he had a wand and levitating the rest over to the
    professor's table. In private, Sybill Trelawney was a harsher taskmaster than one
    would expect given her public persona. Then again, what girl wasn't like that?
    Hermione, Ginny, and above all, his own mother.

    Ron hadn't figured out how to keep them from going off on him, but he had gotten
    down how to handle it once they did. Prompt obedience.

    "Here, Professor. That's all of them," Ron said as he took his seat.

    Trelawney made a quick gasp. "Oh, dear boy, most terrible news…." The thick
    spectacles of the Divinations teacher tilted forward as she gazed sympathetically at
    Ronald Weasley. "It's the cracked moon," she said pointing towards where a crescent
    shaped clump of tea dregs were broken up by a jagged line within the cup in her hand.
    "A terrible fate awaits you. Beware the night. Dark forces hunt you, and ill-luck
    will strike you before the next new moon."

    Then the pair drank from their respective teacups as if nothing had happened. A
    few seconds later, Trelawney simply said, "Your turn," between sips of her tea.

    Ron nodded and he picked up an empty teacup of his own. Without a moment's
    hesitation, his hand coming up to his mouth, Ron pointed to the teacher. "I'm so
    sorry. Twin snakes leading to the cross." Ron shook his head. "A coming journey will
    lead to trials…and suffering." Ron sadly lowered his eyes.

    "Good," Trelawney commented. "Just enough sincerity to go along with the
    prediction of doom. You really are quite a natural at this, must be a family trait.
    Your brothers Fred and George were also talented at delivering predictions, though
    fortunately no one would believe anything they ever predicted, and if anything they
    ever said came true, everyone would suspect one of their infamous pranks."

    Ron's brows rose up in alarm. "You mean, they could be seers, too?"

    Trelawney shook her head. "No, dear child, the burden is yours alone," she
    reassured. "They share your talent for the dramatic, but they lack your earnestness.
    And, of course, the Gift." Trelawney drank another sip of tea before ordering Ron to
    make another prediction from the tea leaves.

    An hour and twenty cups of tea later, Professor Trelawney gave Ron a break.

    "I can sense you have a question," she asked.

    Ron frowned and nodded. When she wasn't pretending to be ditzy, the Divinations
    professor really did have an uncanny knack for knowing what a person was thinking.
    She had been teaching him about "cold reading" and how that fed into the sort of
    things to say when "divining", but he would almost suspect she could really read
    minds if he hadn't been trained in Occlumency.

    "Yeah, I get why we need to 'Obscure', 'Obfuscate', and 'Orate' to temper belief
    and all that," Ron said, "but why follow all these books and stuff? Why not just make
    up whatever we want?"

    Sybil Trelawney nodded, pleased that Ron understood the three O's of prediction
    she had taught him. He wasn't the brightest student she had ever taught, but he
    wasn't dull either. He'd get it. She pointed to all the different symbols in the book
    on the divinations chart. "What do all of these symbols have in common, Mr.
    Weasley?"

    "You mean, besides most of them being dark and gloomy?"

    "Yes, besides that." Trelawney waited for Ron to come up with an answer for a few
    seconds before offering it on her own. "They are all shapes that are easy to form in
    tea dregs, and easy for people to see. We want people to recognize
    what it is we are pointing to, that way when we speak of things they cannot
    see, they will more readily accept it."

    Ron nodded his head, understanding beginning to dawn on him. He got that people
    believing his predictions made them more powerful, even if he didn't understand why
    or how. Crystal ball scrying he already understood, but was still working out how
    tessomancy, horoscopes, and tarot reading fit into things.

    "Ok, so we want people to see the symbols we interpret to make them believe us
    more, but still leave room for interpretation and all that. And if I say the sun
    means you're going to be happy and you say the sun means we're all doomed, that would
    mess it all up," Ron said, answering his own question. "So, we need to all use the
    same meanings for the symbols. But then, why can't they just read the book and see
    what it means themselves?"

    "Because, Mr. Weasley, they don't believe they can see the future, but that we
    can," the Professor replied. "So, while Forten's Principles of interpretation are
    important, the key to augury is not what the symbols mean, but the confidence with
    which you present them."

    "Right." Ron nodded, before catching a crystal ball Trelawney tossed him.

    "Now, boy, tell me how I'm going to die tomorrow," she ordered. "Then we're going
    to Madame Pudifoot's and we'll put your training to the test in public."

    

    .

    

    A man in a dress shirt with a sweater vest pulled over and a woman with neat
    shoulder-length hair wearing a fashionable peach colored Burberry blouse came to a
    stop just outside a shop decorated with pink cherry wood. The sign above it read
    "Madame Pudifoot's" and several delectable looking cakes could be seen
    through the large windows.

    "Muggles?" a voice called from the doorway. A young man dressed in a pink robe
    that matched the color of the door frame moved towards the pair. "Off with you,
    there. This is an establishment for magic folk only," he said in a dismissive
    tone.

    A brown-haired witch in Hogwarts robes came up behind them and glared at the pink
    robed wizard in a way that would have made Ron gulp if had witnessed it. Hermione
    Granger had heard the entire exchange and was not at all pleased.

    "That's rubbish. These are my parents, and I assure you that I am just as magical
    as anyone on this street." Hermione's eyes flashed momentarily before turning briefly
    back towards her parents to mouth a silent apology and then turning her scowl back on
    the wizard blocking the doorway. "And I don't remember you outside this door the last
    time I was here. Weren't you a seventh year Hufflepuff just a couple years ago? Your
    name is Reginald something, isn't it?"

    "Reginald Brownstone. And I just started working here for Aunt Gwen a month ago,
    but it's just until my prospects come in," he said with a sniff. "Anyway, this is
    nothing against Muggleborns, Granger, just this has always been a place for witches
    and wizards and not open to Muggles. So, it doesn't matter who you are, they
    can't—"

    "Mr. Granger. Mrs. Granger," a deep, cultured voice interrupted. Everyone turned
    to see the well dressed, dark haired wizard who had just arrived. Sirius Black bowed
    a quarter ways down, giving more than just an incline of his head to Hermione's
    parents. "It is an honor to finally meet the parents of one of the best and brightest
    young witches I have ever had the pleasure to meet. You have raised a remarkable
    young lady, and I cannot tell you how much her friendship has meant to my
    godson."

    A number of onlookers were now openly watching the exchange, noting the deepness
    of Sirius Black's bow and the great level of respect that act conferred. When it came
    to celebrities in the Wizarding world, it would take someone on the level of Albus
    Dumbledore, Viktor Krum, or Celestine Warbeck to outshine Sirius Black in the public
    eye. His notoriety as the first criminal to ever escape Azkaban had transformed into
    fame and respect for the wealthy aristocrat and Sirius had the flair and charm to
    sustain the sense of mystique that leant him a special gravitas in society.

    And then Harry Potter called out, "Hermione!" and the young witch promptly rushed
    over to embrace the single most famous wizard in all of England, if not the world, as
    if they were the most intimate of friends. Which, of course, they were.

    "Mr. Black," Hermione's father began, before correcting himself, "Or is it
    actually Lord Black? I'm not sure what the proper title is."

    "Call me Sirius, please," the Black said smoothly. "Titles are for court rooms and
    vows, not for friends meeting for tea."

    Madam Puddifoot came bursting out the front door of her establishment at that
    moment, calling, "Lord Black! Mr. Harry Potter! What an honor it is for you to come
    to my humble tea shop! Please, do come in!"

    This was when Hermione took the opportunity to speak up. "We were just about to,
    Madam Puddifoot, when your greeter let us know that my parents and I weren't
    welcome."

    Reginald, broken out of the temporary stupor the sudden arrivals of Sirius Black
    and Harry Potter had induced, now spoke up. "Of course, Aunt Gwen, the young witch is
    welcome, but I was just explaining that, unfortunately, her parents being Muggle and
    all, they would have to wait outside or go somewhere else."

    Madam Puddifoot's happy, welcoming visage morphed into mortified embarrassment.
    She flicked her wand and a pink gag formed over her nephew's mouth. She shot him an
    incredulous look before turning back to the people standing outside her doorway.
    "Please pardon my nephew. While Madam Puddifoot's caters specifically to the
    magical population of Hogsmeade, I would never turn away the parents of a Hogwarts
    student or the guest of wizards such as you just because they were Muggles. Please
    accept my sincere apologies, Mr. and Mrs. Granger."

    Hermione's mother was the one to speak up this time. "Think nothing of it. I know
    I'm looking forward to tasting those cakes of yours. Hermione has told me they are
    absolutely divine."

    Madam Puddifoot was beaming at Hermione as she showed her guests in. Reginald
    would be getting a talking to about what constituted "the wrong sort" he was supposed
    to keep out before the afternoon was over.

    Once settled, the small group chatted amiably for a few minutes about the
    Granger's dental practice, the business dealings Sirius was up to, and finally about
    Harry and Hermione's upcoming school year. Naturally, the conversation turned to the
    delicious confections and the marvelous magical teas once they were served before
    turning back to more personal topics. As the conversation wound down, Hermione gave a
    meaningful glance to Sirius, who responded with a polite nod.

    Mr. Granger gave a meaningful nod of his own to his wife, who smiled back, before
    he addressed Sirius Black. "I really must thank you, Sirius. You've been a most
    gracious host. I don't know what it is my daughter has roped you into, but I hope
    it's not something that will put you out too much."

    Sirius chuckled at his guests' perceptiveness. It seemed their attempts at
    subtlety had not gone unnoticed. "I see where Hermione gets her cleverness. You are
    right that we asked you here today for more than just a spot of tea, as enjoyable as
    this has been. There's a bit of serious business, and since I am the most Sirius
    person around, we thought I would the best one to broach the subject." Sirius's words
    were light and he smiled when he spoke, but the mood at the table turned suddenly
    chill.

    "I'm not sure how much Hermione has really told you about the recent history of
    our world, or how much you know about what has happened recently, but there is a war
    brewing. There are wizards out there who would use magic to do harm to others, and
    unfortunately, some of them turn that ill intent on your kind," Sirius paused a
    second before correcting himself, "by that I mean, those without magic. I mean no
    disrespect, to either of you, but let me be frank here. Most of us think of Muggles
    sort of like you would think of someone who is blind or deaf. To us with magic, we
    can't really understand what it is to live without it as part of our life. Many of us
    greatly admire the great accomplishments you have made without the use of magic to do
    things for you. I hope this doesn't offend you."

    Mrs. Granger shook her head. "No, no offence taken. To be honest, it's eye-opening
    to hear that kind of explanation. I had never thought of magic as being as important
    as sight or hearing, but I can imagine. So, what does this have to do with the war
    you were talking about?"

    Sirius continued. "As I was saying, there are evil wizards and witches, and a
    group who specifically target Muggles, Muggle-born witches and wizards, or their
    families. They look on your lack of magic and don't see you as a fellow person, but
    as something less than they are. They view you more like a person would view an ape
    or a dog. Not only do they think nothing of hurting or killing non-magicals, but they
    resent having to share the world with you, having to hide our existence. Even worse,
    they hate the idea of magicals being born from non-magicals or inter-marrying. It is
    the worst kind of hate and intolerance.

    "Around twenty-five years ago, things got as bad as they ever had. A terrible war
    broke out between those of us who believe in peace and tolerance and those who hated
    your kind. There were deaths. Many Muggles were killed, though you probably heard it
    in the news as IRA terrorism or accidents. We also lost a lot of people. Some of the
    finest witches and wizards I ever knew lost their lives."

    Sirius sent a meaningful look at his godson, who was sitting there raptly
    listening to Sirius's explanation as if he had never before heard of Voldemort or the
    wizarding war. The Grangers, who had known that Harry had been orphaned, now found a
    deeper empathy for their daughter's best friend. It was one thing to know someone
    died for a good cause, and another to realize that the cause was your own
    protection.

    Feeling the weight of everyone's attention turn to him, Harry found his voice.
    "Voldemort, the leader of the evil side, they call themselves 'Death Eaters', well,
    he's come back. He's starting the war again."

    "Come back?" Mr. Granger asked. "From prison? Or some kind of magical exile?"

    "From the dead," Hermione answered.

    "You mean, magic can bring people back from the dead?" Ms. Granger asked,
    aghast.

    Harry shook his head. "No. There's no magic that does that. He wasn't all the way
    dead."

    "Just…mostly dead?" Mr. Granger asked. He couldn't help but add on,
    "Inconceivable!"

    "It's serious," Hermione responded, before sighing and pointing over at Harry's
    godfather. "Which is why Mr. Black should explain."

    Despite the grim subject, Sirius couldn't help at grinning at the Grangers' puns,
    but managed to school his features before continuing. "Unfortunately, both Harry and
    your daughter are going to be targets. We're going to keep them as safe as possible,
    and Hogwarts is probably safer than anywhere else in the Britain, but there is a
    danger. However, what we came here to discuss was not their safety, but rather yours.
    As parents of a prominent Muggle-born witch, sooner or later the two of you will
    probably be targeted by Death Eaters."

    "Us?" Hermione's parents asked in unison before giving each other worried
    glances.

    "Which is why," Harry said, putting his hand on top of Hermione's, "Sirius and I
    would like you to consider coming to live with us, at least temporarily. It's not as
    safe as Hogwarts, but—"

    "YOU ARE IN GRAVE DANGER."

    Everyone in the tea shop, including Harry and all those at their table turned at
    the sudden pronouncement. A few tables away, a familiar red headed, freckle-faced
    Hogwarts student was staring intently at a broken teacup.

    "Ron?" Hermione asked.

    "THE FINGERS OF THE DARK LORD SHALL SEEK THE SOURCE OF THE HIDDEN WEAPON.
    THE BLOOD OF CASSANDRA WILL SPILL AND THE MARK OF THE SERPENT WILL MAR THE
    STARS—"

    Harry had to admit, Ron had gotten scary good at faking his predictions. If he
    hadn't known about Ron from the start, he might have wondered if there might have
    been something serious to this prophecy. As it was, he had to ask why he was he doing
    this.

    "Boy!" the voice of Sybil Trelawney could be heard, as she rushed across the table
    to where Ron seemed to be fast fainting away. "Boy, you must tell me…hold your Inner
    Eye open another few seconds…do they get what they want from me? Do I betray the
    Light?"

    Ron reached out a hand, gently touching the Divinations professor's face.
    "They may break your body…but your soul will not bend to them…" And then Ron
    finally slumped completely down, as if hit by a stunning spell.

    Harry watched, mystified. That looked to him like it hadn't been scripted at all,
    and moistness that could be seen behind Trelawney's thick glasses made him have to
    wonder if she had even known what Ron was going to say ahead of time or not.
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    Chapter 23: A Few Announcements

    

    The Great Hall in Hogwarts was always a wondrous sight to behold, no matter how
    many times Hermione looked at it. The ceiling was spelled to look like the sky, so it
    always seemed as if students were all outside. She had read about that, in
    Hogwarts: A History before she had even set foot in the place, and yet she
    still loved looking up to see what the weather was like. Enchanted decorations themed
    to whatever time of year it was floated in the air or adorned the walls, adding
    further flavor to the hall.

    The setting was especially eye-catching the first day of the school year, though.
    The Sorting and then the Welcoming Feast held a magic of their own that had nothing
    to do with wand movements or incantations. The energy and excitement of "firsties"
    getting their premiere taste of Hogwarts, as well as Hermione's own nostalgia for her
    own sorting, gave her heart a warm glow. Unlike on her first day, though, there was
    no underlying nervousness or trepidation for Hermione. She was confident in her place
    at the Gryffindor table, flanked on each side by her two best friends, ready to face
    the challenges of the coming year.

    Hermione clapped politely or cheered loudly, depending on whether or not students
    were sorted into Gryffindor or not, chatting amiably with Harry and Ron about their
    impressions of a student or what they knew of their families. There were quite a few
    "Lions" this year: twelve out of forty one of the new witches and wizards had been
    sorted into their House. There was some speculation that this was in part because of
    the fame of Harry Potter and now Ronald Weasley. Then Dumbledore said a few words
    ('pigment', 'gleek', and 'gardyloo') before the food was served and everyone was busy
    enjoying the scrumptious fare.

    "Now that appetites have been satisfied and thirsts slaked, there are a few
    announcements. As always, the Forbidden Forest is off-limits, except during those
    times when it is not. Students are reminded not to practice magic in the hallways
    between classes, that can be done in open classrooms or on the grounds. The school
    caretaker, Argus Filch, has retired, so there are currently no banned items, so I ask
    that you use common sense in deciding what to do with this new freedom. On a related
    note, I have instructed the staff to issue more detentions and give fewer warnings as
    there will be no one to clean up magically resistant messes."

    Hermione smiled, being one of the few people who knew exactly why Filch had left
    the school. She also could think of a few people who would likely be doing his job as
    part of their detentions throughout the year.

    "There are also a few special announcements. First, as you all know, Voldemort had
    returned." The Headmaster's announcement sent a shock of murmurs throughout the
    school. "Because of the seriousness of the threat that was posed during the last war,
    the Ministry and the Hogwarts Board of Governors have agreed that students will need
    more stringent and practical instruction in the subject of Defense Against the Dark
    Arts. In order to accomplish this, there will be some changes to our staff.

    "Taking over the position of Defense Against the Dark Arts instructor, will be
    Professor Severus Snape. Professor Snape will continue to teach potions to fifth
    years and up, but will now also have the duty of instructing all sixth and seventh
    year students in defensive and combat magic." There were loud murmurs at that
    announcement. "Responsibility for first and second year potions classes will fall to
    Madame Sprout, while Mrs. Poppy Pomfrey will take over third and fourth year
    classes."

    A cheer went up for the teachers as they stood to be acknowledged for the extra
    work they would be taking on for the school year. Hermione suspected that much of the
    enthusiasm came from younger year students who would not have to deal with the
    prickly Potions Master. When the applause subsided, there were whispers about who
    would take over instruction of lower year students in defense. Hermione was curious
    about this as well. Perhaps McGonagall and Flitwick would split those classes?

    "Those of you in lower years will be instructed by the Assistant Defense Against
    the Dark Arts teacher," Dumbledore said before turning his eyes almost directly at
    Hermione and pausing dramatically. Hermione's heart started racing. Why was the
    Headmaster looking at her? And then she realized that he wasn't. Harry had stood up.
    "Mr. Harry Potter will be joining the staff this year as the youngest member in
    Hogwarts history. Mr. Potter, please join us up at the head table."

    With a massive grin on his face, Harry Potter left the Gryffindor table to wild
    cheers. Hermione, however, could only sit there dumbstruck. Harry was a teacher? A
    part of her realized that he would be a fantastic teacher. She had seen him
    dueling adult wizards and knew how amazingly advanced he was at the practical side of
    DADA, and his theoretical knowledge probably exceeded her own, at least in that
    particular subject. But, another side of her was thinking—

    "But he hasn't even graduated yet! How can a student who hasn't even taken his
    OWLs, to say nothing of NEWTs be a teacher?" an incredulous voice shouted. Hermione
    was thankful it wasn't her own voice yelling out her inner thoughts. Honestly, she
    was surprised that it hadn't been Ron who shouted that out. She looked over at her
    other friend and saw that instead of jealousy as she expected, Ron had a rather smug
    smile on his face.

    Harry took his place at the table, wordlessly conjuring a high backed chair at the
    table right next to a very sour looking Professor Snape. The blatant display
    of advanced magical control sent murmurs throughout the Great Hall, reminding them
    that Harry was no ordinary Hogwarts student.

    "Over the summer, Mr. Potter was tested in both Defense Against the Dark Arts and
    Charms, receiving not only an Outstanding in his Ordinary Wizarding Levels, but also
    achieving an 'O' grade at the NEWT level in both subjects. Taking into account Mr.
    Potter's many magical feats over the past years, including perfecting the
    homorphus charm, inventing the Dementor Vanishing spell, slaying a basilisk,
    and defeating dark wizards in service to Voldemort, the Ministry saw fit to test
    Mister Potter early in the relevant areas. I am sure you will find he is more than
    qualified to instruct you in the curriculum devised by Professor Snape.

    Harry had already passed his NEWTs in two subjects? Hermione's jaw dropped.
    Looking around, she could see that she was not the only one surprised by this.

    "There has also been a change in the administration of the Divination post. For
    those taking the elective, instruction for fourth years and up will be split between
    Professor Trelawney's classes and applied astrology lessons to be taught on Hogwarts
    grounds. Those of you taking these classes will be meeting your second instructor
    later, for reasons that will become obvious.

    "In addition," Dumbledore continued, "Professor Trelawney will be joined by her
    assistant, the second youngest member of the Hogwarts teaching staff of all
    time, Mister Ronald Weasley. Like Mr. Potter, Mr. Weasley was tested over the summer,
    but in the subject of Divinations. In his case, it was foreseen by Professor
    Trelawney that he would pass, and so her prediction was put to the test. Needless to
    say, they both of Hogwarts renowned seers were once more shown to be correct."

    And Ron stood up, went up to the head table, and sat in the chair Dumbledore
    conjured for him with a massive grin on his face. Harry gave Hermione a mischievous
    wink.

    "As Mr. Potter and Mr. Weasley have not yet graduated, they will continue to be
    students at the school and will attend their other classes, which have been arranged
    so as not to conflict with their teaching duties. In their classes they will be able
    to assign homework, award or deduct points, and give detentions to those who do not
    follow their instructions. Outside of classes, as junior faculty members they will
    have much the same authority as the Head Boy and Head Girl of the school. Now,
    prefects, please lead your students back to your respective common rooms."

    Ron Weasley.

    Equal to Head Boy.

    A teacher.

    Hermione fainted.

    

    Author's Note: Yes, I know this is ridiculous. And it's a very
    short chapter. I plan to cut my chapter length down a bit and try to get back to
    updating more frequently for this fic. This is the start of the last arc of the
    story.
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    Omake 3: Fudge

    

    A/N: The following scene I was trying to work in, but when I got to the point
    where Fudge tried to justify what he was doing, I really couldn't think of anything
    that would make sense. Rather than just delete it, I'll include it as part of the
    "bonus DVD" section. It turns into a crack chapter by the end.


    

    Ron Weasley felt a bit nervous as he walked beside his brother on the top floor of
    the Ministry of Magic. It wasn't so much that Ron was in the Ministry that unsettled
    the redhead; after all, he'd been in the building a number of times since his father
    worked there. The plush purple carpeting and the thick mahogany doors were a lot less
    intimidating than the appearance of the Department of Mysteries. No, it was the fact
    that on this visit he was essentially on his own.

    His brother, Percy, had been elevated from Bartemius Crouch's assistant to
    Minister Fudge's Undersecretary's assistant after the Tri-Wizard Tournament. From
    Percy's letters home, it was clear that his brother had placed his allegiance with
    his employer above that of his family, and this "friendly" little trip here was
    clearly being engineered by the Minister, not out of any familial connection his
    brother wanted to make.

    "…The Minister was just telling me the other day," his brother continued with an
    air of self-importance that he had perfected during his days as Head Boy at Hogwarts,
    "that appearance is weightier than how things really are. Which, is why I'm so
    pleased that you've come with me today, Ronald. With the Minister's favor, you could
    really go far. And you could be a real asset to the Ministry, with the proper
    guidance, of course."

    Ron rolled his eyes at his brother's attempt at subtle manipulation. Ron wasn't so
    unaware of himself as to think he wasn't at least somewhat interested in fame or
    power, but if his brother thought that he'd be impressed by a junior assistant
    position in the Ministry, he was delusional. Actually, Ron thought, he was pretty
    sure his brother really was delusional. What else would explain his belief that Percy
    was even half as important as he thought he was?

    And then they were in front of the door to the Minister of Magic's office. Percy
    paused for a second before knocking. "Now, Ronald, Minister Fudge is a very busy man.
    If he happens to mis-remember your name, don't take it as an insult. You're lucky
    that he's willing to see you at all. This is a great honor for you, you know."

    At Percy's knock, Cornelius Fudge called for them to come in. The Minister rose
    from his desk with a warm, if not wholly sincere, smile on his face. "Thank you,
    Whetherby," he said to Percy dismissively, "that will be all." Then he turned to Ron.
    "Ronald Weasley, it is really a pleasure to see you again, my boy! The last time, I
    think, was at the Tri-Wizard Tournament ceremony, wasn't it?"

    Percy stood there, his mouth slightly agape at the slight he'd just received.

    Ron, for his part, struggled to repress a smug smirk. Served the prat right for
    being so insufferable. But as he watched his brother start to turn to leave in
    embarrassment, Ron took pity on him.

    A year ago, Ron would not likely have been able to pass up the opportunity to
    gloat. However, since Harry had forgiven Ron for not believing him about the Goblet
    of Fire incident, and more importantly forgiven him for the whole dragon prophecy,
    Ron had developed a much deeper sense of sympathy for others. Percy may not have
    brought him to the Minister's office out of brotherly love, and might have deserved
    the humiliation for his arrogance, but he was still his brother, and Ron could throw
    him a bone here.

    "Uh, Minister," Ron began, "Would it be alright if my brother, Percy, stayed? I'd
    feel better with a family member with me for the meeting. If you don't mind."

    Fudge's beady eyes widened slightly, a quick glance over at the taller redhead and
    then back over to Ron a second later, and the Minister's expression suddenly shifted.
    "Of course, of course," the man said with a broad, beaming smile plastered on his
    face. "I'm sure Percy is quite busy, but I think he can spare some time to support
    his brother."

    The look of relief on Percy's face and the warm look he turned towards his brother
    were enough to make Ron sure he'd done the right thing. "Of course, Minister. There's
    nothing more important than helping out the Minister…and taking care of my little
    brother."

    "Well, now that that's settled," Fudge said, settling down in the plush seat
    behind his desk as Ron took the one opposite, "is there anything we can get you to
    make you more comfortable? A butterbeer, perhaps? Or some pumpkin tea?"

    Ron declined, after which Fudge spent a couple minutes making casual conversation
    about schooling and Hogwarts, followed by a number of compliments directed at Ron
    before the Minister got down to business.

    "Ron, my boy, I need to know I can count on you. You see, we at the Ministry are
    worried that Dumbledore is going to make a bid to take over the government, and your
    friend, Harry Potter, is at the heart of it."

    Ron's brow furrowed. "Wait, you think Dumbledore and Harry are planning to
    overthrow the government?"

    "Of course I don't blame Harry," the Minister reassured. "It's Albus Dumbledore
    who can't be trusted. Which is why I'm sending my Senior Undersecretary to Hogwarts
    to keep an eye on things. I want you to watch Mr. Potter and report things back to
    the Ministry."

    At that, the door opened and a pink clad middle aged woman entered the Minister's
    office. "I'm sure Mr. Weasley, that you and I will be great friends," she
    simpered.

    Danger bells went off in Ron's head. "Ok, something doesn't add up here. I need an
    adult. No, wait, I need Hermione. Hermione Granger! Emergency!"

    To everyone's surprise, a burst of lightning flashed down from the ceiling, and
    there, standing in the Minister's office, was Hermione.

    "Ronald, I was studying. This had better be important!" the bushy haired teen
    said, fixing Ron with a look.

    "It is, Hermione. You see, the Minister of Magic wants me to spy on Harry because
    he's worried that Dumbledore is trying to take over the government," Ron pleaded.

    Hermione frowned then looked over at the Minister of Magic. "Is that true?"

    The Minister, absolutely astonished by the sudden arrival of the young witch
    merely gaped at her.

    "So, Voldemort has returned, an event witnessed by literally scores of respected
    wizards and no less than three Aurors, and you are concerned about Albus Dumbledore
    trying to take your seat as Minister of Magic? That would only make sense if you were
    still in denial about Voldemort's return, but since Lucius Malfoy was discredited
    over this scandal, there's really no reason for you to be thinking like this."
    Hermione pursed her lips, frowning. "You were right to call for me Ron, something odd
    is definitely going on here."

    "Hem, Hem! Now see here," Dolores Umbridge began, "children like you
    should not be speaking to the Minister like that! I bet it was that werewolf or that
    half-breed—"

    "Oh," Hermione cut her off, freezing her in place with a wave of her wand. "I get
    it now. It's a simple case of authorial railroading that's gotten the story off
    track."

    "What do you mean?" Percy Weasley asked from where he sat, mostly ignored ever
    since the discussion had grown serious.

    Ron shook his head. "You really don't want to know, Perce. When things like this
    happen…it's horrible. And I'm just talking about the explanation!"

    Hermione waved away Ron's objection. "What it means is that the author was looking
    for some reason to send Dolores Umbridge to Hogwarts, but couldn't find a logical
    reason to do so." Hermione quickly conjured a black board and chalk and began
    diagramming the situation, drawing a straight line across it. "This is the original
    timeline, how things went in the original story."

    "Timeline?"

    "Story?"

    Hermione drew a dot about halfway down the line. "In the original timeline Barty
    Crouch Jr. succeeded in getting Harry to Voldemort alone, well nearly so, and
    Voldemort's return was not witnessed by anyone other than Harry. Lucius Malfoy
    managed to convince the Minister that Harry was lying at Dumbledore's suggestion, out
    of a desire to take the position of Minister for Magic, or some such nonsense,"
    another dot, "and he sent Dolores Umbridge as the DADA professor and later high
    inquisitor."

    "Now see here, I would never—"

    Hermione cut Cornelius Fudge's protest off with flick of her wand, silencing the
    man. Then she drew another dot, this one only one third the way down the timeline,
    from which she drew another line that split off from the main line for a bit, before
    turning parallel to it.

    "This is our timeline. Or, at least it was," Hermione said with a frown. "At this
    point, back at the beginning of third year, you became a seer," this Hermione said
    making air quotes around the word, "and Harry gained important insight into the
    mechanics of this alternate universe. This radically changed a number of events, but
    time still flows roughly parallel to the original time line and thus will have
    parallel events."

    Hermione drew several dots at the same spots on the divergent lines, tying them
    together at various points. "Sirius's escape from Azkaban, the Tri-Wizard Tournament,
    Voldemort's plan to return. But here, at this point," she says, emphasizing the last
    event, "things go significantly differently, widening the gap between the two
    timelines. Because Harry was different, Voldemort did not manage to get his blood and
    his return was met with massive resistance," here, Hermione drew different colored on
    the new timeline. "Because of this, there is no Lucius Malfoy interference. There's
    frankly no reason for the Minister to believe that Dumbledore is trying to take his
    position or not want Hogwarts students well trained for the upcoming conflict."

    "I get the timeline differences," Ron said frowning as he looked over the diagram.
    "That's why I called you. Something is funny about this whole setup."

    Hermione nodded in understanding. "You see, it's about fan service. The fans love
    to watch certain antagonists get what's coming to them. That's why Draco Malfoy gave
    birth to a house elf…"

    "He what?" Ron said with a wide grin on his face. "I don't remember that!"

    "That's because it happened in an omake," Hermione explained. Hermione
    went back down the divergent line and drew a dot from which she drew a short segment
    capped with an empty dot. "For us, that didn't actually happen."

    "I shouldn't have asked," Ron said, putting his hands to his head. "I never
    understand this part."

    "That's because you are just a seer, not a fourth wall observer like I am,"
    Hermione said with a superior smile. "Anyway, the whole point of this was to arrange
    for Fudge and Umbridge to enter the narrative, cause a nuisance for Harry, and get an
    epic comeuppance that would be very cathartic for readers of the series. Umbridge
    especially is hated and the worse things are that happen to her, the more pleased the
    audience is."

    "That's preposterous!" Percy pompously proclaimed.

    Hermione rolled her eyes. "Percy, the whole reason you are even included in this
    scene is because everyone finds you to be a stuffed shirt prat and they like it when
    the superiors who you shamelessly brown-nose forget your name. That's even true in
    the original timeline."

    Then Hermione sighed and drew another divergent line, "Unfortunately, the author
    simply couldn't justify these events and so turned this entire scene into an
    omake as well."

    At this Fudge bristled, the spell silencing him conveniently wearing off. "What a
    load of poppycock! Even if what you said were somehow true, it would mean that our
    lives are solely for the amusement of this 'audience' you speak of."

    Hermione smirked. "Dear Minister, of course it is. But think of it this way: if
    not for the audience, we wouldn't exist at all. Which is why I'm turning you into a
    ferret and Umbridge into a toad."

    Two human transformations and a pair of bouncing animals later, the chapter
    ended.
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    Chapter 24: Sending a Message

    

    As the students filed in for their first Defense Against the Dark Arts class of
    the year, Harry saw the behavior of his classmates in a completely new light. The
    fifth year students segregated themselves perfectly; a straight line could be drawn
    in the classroom between the students wearing red and gold trim on their robes and
    those with green and silver. He noted that the students he knew who were the most
    studious took up seats closer to the classroom's raised stage area at the front,
    while the rest found spots towards the rear, where they could more easily whisper to
    each other without being caught.

    The one exception to this was that Ron Weasley was sitting up in the very front
    row, along with Hermione. Ron gave him a supportive nod when their eyes met, while
    Hermione beamed an encouraging smile that filled Harry with a warm feeling that was
    more than just confidence.

    The room filled up quickly, as did the air with the sound of student chatter.
    Where before Harry would have thought nothing of students conversing with each other,
    even as loudly as this, from the perspective of an instructor it was an entirely
    different matter. Even worse were the whispered doubts about whether he was qualified
    to teach them from some of the Gryffindors and the outright snarky comments directed
    at him from the Slytherin side. Harry would bet that Draco's sneering contempt only
    lacked the "wait until father hears about this" comment due to said father being a
    wanted criminal at the moment.

    "All right everyone, if you will please give me your attention," Harry began,
    speaking up just a bit.

    Only a few of the Gryffindor students at the front paid the comment any mind. The
    rest continued on as if he hadn't spoken. The section immediately around Crabbe,
    Goyle, Nott, and Malfoy actually increased in volume, going from a slightly louder
    than conversational volume to blatantly trying to make themselves a nuisance.

    Harry's lips twisted into a half frown. The second year and third year classes he
    had taught had quieted as soon as he had called for the class to start and he hadn't
    needed to resort to any point deductions or such to command attention and respect. It
    would not be so with this class, apparently.

    Harry drew his wand.

    BANG!

    The explosion rang out through the air, a deafening roar that sounded more like a
    cannon shot than the sound of a mere muggle pistol. Harry noted that all eyes were on
    him now, with most of the students' hands covering their ears. The young wizard fixed
    the class with a stern, steely stare, sweeping over them all as he lowered his wand.
    When he got to Ron and Hermione, though, he had to suppress a smirk. The pair were
    just removing the earmuffs they had put on just before his silently cast charm.

    "Alright," Harry said, his voice carrying to the back of the now silent classroom,
    "let's get this out of the way. I'm a classmate you've shared a common room with,
    eaten with, and for some of you," Harry glanced meaningfully over to the Slytherin
    contingent, "the same kid you used to hex in the hallways when you could
    still get away with it." There were a few chuckles. "Some of you are doubtful if I am
    qualified to teach you, and even more of you are pretty well convinced that I'm
    not.

    "Well, let me remind you of a few things. You all know that I'm
    'The-Boy-Who-Lived'. Everyone knows that as an infant I defeated Voldemort. Most of
    you know that as a first year I helped tackle a troll and then vanquished Voldemort
    again and as a second year, I killed a ruddy big basilisk, foiling a Death Eater
    plot. At the welcoming feast, Headmaster Dumbledore mentioned all this as being
    something great that I did, but the truth is that all that was more luck than magical
    power or skill. I'll be the first to admit it.

    "But Dumbledore mentioned a number more things I've done since then that were
    not luck. I've learned a lot; I've had to if I wanted to live. If
    today you put me in a room with a troll, a dementor, a werewolf, or even another
    ruddy basilisk, I would know how to handle it without needing any luck. If a group of
    Death Eaters suddenly started attacking, I wouldn't just be able to defend myself, I
    would be able to beat them while protecting you. So, when it comes to actual
    ability…I am fully qualified to teach you all."

    The room was silent, all eyes locked on the young man who had been their classmate
    for so many years. With a jab of his wand, Harry sent the chalk to the blackboard in
    the back, where it began writing the course title: "Fifth Year Defensive Magic."
    Harry waited until it finished writing his name as the instructor before he continued
    speaking.

    "You also heard the Headmaster announce that Professor Snape is our Defense
    Against the Dark Arts Professor this year. I'm just a junior faculty member," Harry
    stated in a sardonic tone. "I won't be teaching silent casting to the NEWT level
    classes and I don't decide the course content," Harry continued, gesturing with his
    off-hand, conjuring a series of targets around the stage area. "I am, after all, only
    fifteen and have never taught a class before. So what I will be teaching you will be
    the material Professor Snape has designed. I hope none of you have any doubts about
    his qualifications when it comes to the Dark Arts."

    There was a round of snickers from the Gryffindor side which quickly quieted down.
    The Slytherin students had gone silent, but it was clear that Harry's point had been
    driven home. He looked around the room, seeing all eyes on him. Satisfied, he began
    the lesson in earnest.

    "Now, to start the year off, we'll begin with the basic shield spell. The
    incantation for the shield charm is 'protego' and should be cast forcefully.
    The wand motion is a bit deceptive," Harry continued, flicking his wand up and then
    in a circle in front of him, the air touched by his wand shimmering briefly. "The
    spell begins with a quick, upwards flick, but the motion after that is the tricky
    part. This is where you define the area of protection."

    Harry demonstrated again. "For our purposes, let's start with a basic circular
    shape," Harry said, slowly drawing a circle in the air as he spoke, forcing a bit of
    extra magic into the motion to make the path of his wand visible. "The key is to make
    the motion smooth and continuous, and to connect the ending and starting points,
    speaking the incantation just as you complete the circuit:
    PROTEGO!"

    This time, instead of just the outline of his wand's path lighting up, a massive
    concave shape twice Harry's height in diameter flashed brightly before fading away.
    Murmurs broke out among the class again, this time out of surprise and, for some,
    awe. Those students who had seen a shield charm cast before could see the difference
    in power between what Harry had demonstrated and the smaller, more meager shields
    they had seen before.

    "Of course, usually the shield charm only produces a visible effect when a spell
    is cast at it, so don't get discouraged if you don't see anything while you practice.
    You'll feel the protection for as long as you hold the spell. So, you'll need to
    concentrate," Harry continued, casually summoning several quills, books, and crumpled
    pieces of parchment from a desk in front to crash against his shield, each impact
    once again revealing an area of protection.

    Harry let the shield fade before sending the objects he had summoned back to their
    original place with a casual wave of his wand, then he continued the lesson. "A
    description of the shield charm and an explanation of the magical theory and its uses
    can be found on page 24 of your textbooks, Practical Defense Against the Dark
    Arts. But, for a more 'real' demonstration of the spell, we'll need to see it in
    action. Which is why I will be teaching the use of a jinx during this class."

    Harry noted a look of apprehension on a number of Gryffindor students. Neville in
    particular looked uncomfortable to the point of being distraught. Harry understood
    exactly why the less confident Gryffindors would be worried; he could certainly
    sympathize with his classmates. Had he not been the instructor, he might have felt
    the same way having long been one of the prime targets for Slytherin bullying.

    Harry continued, however, confident that by the end of the lesson none of the
    students would dare use it the spell against another student while at Hogwarts. "The
    Stinging Jinx is a simple dark charm that is mildly painful when cast by the average
    witch or wizard." Harry gave a wry smile towards the Slytherin side of the classroom.
    "I've been on the receiving end of a few over the years, but…it's been a while since
    anyone tried that on me. Today, however, one of you will get the chance. If you dare
    to. Any volunteers?"

    For a while, nobody said anything. And then, just before Harry was about to ask
    again, Draco Malfoy stood up and started moving down towards the front. "I'm not
    afraid of you, Potter," Draco sneered as he made his way down from his seat among the
    Slytherin contingent.

    "Ten points…" Harry began, pausing just for a moment, and the Slytherin side of
    the classroom began making sounds of angry protest before he continued, "…to
    Slytherin." And now the Gryffindor side almost erupted in incredulity even as the
    students wearing green settled into surprised silence. Harry smiled wryly, waiting
    just a beat before he concluded with, "For exceptional bravery." At that, a
    smattering of good humored chuckles broke out on the Gryffindor side.

    It was so predictable how everyone would react, Harry mused, that he hardly needed
    to have a seer for a best mate to know what was going to happen. In a span of just a
    few breaths, both sides of the classroom had gone from nearly mutinous to amused and
    pleased. Had Harry been just a touch more self-aware, he would have realized that he
    had subconsciously modeled his theatrics on his least favorite Hogwarts professor:
    Severus Snape. However, he was blissfully unaware of that subconscious choice as he
    faced off with his least favorite Hogwarts classmate across the stage floor.

    "Wand out, Mr. Malfoy," Harry said, somewhat surprised that Draco hadn't already
    done so. It was, of course, respectful to await an instructor's direction to draw
    their wand when approaching them in class, but Harry had expected the Malfoy boy to
    treat him with disrespect. At Harry's cue, Draco drew his wand, just as he was coming
    into about the proper range for dueling.

    "Now then, I'm going to let you hit me with the jinx once. I'm sure you know the
    incantation," Harry instructed with slight smile on his face. When Draco hesitated,
    casting a look back over to the gathered Slytherins, Harry put his wand away and put
    both hands out to the side. "Free shot, Malfoy. No points will be deducted, no
    detentions, no punishment. You may cast the stinging jinx anywhere on my body."

    After one last look back to his supporters, Draco jabbed his wand towards Harry
    and spat the incantation with vehemence, "VESPA!"

    A streak of white flashed from Draco's hawthorn-wood wand and struck Harry center
    mass in the middle of his chest. The smile didn't leave Harry's face.

    "Very good, Mr. Malfoy. You've clearly had some practice," Harry said idly as he
    brought his hand over to the top of his robe and made a circular motion over his
    chest. The top of his garment became transparent, showing a sizeable red welt growing
    on Harry's chest. "It is a painful jinx, and cast with ill intent by an adult wizard
    can even be temporarily debilitating."

    Dean Thomas, having come in too late to get a seat near the back, was sitting in
    the second row along with Seamus Finnigan. He leaned over to Ron and whispered
    conspiratorially, "I wish Katie Bell were showing us that transparency charm, if you
    know what I mean."

    Ron snickered good-naturedly, while Hermione huffed, shaking her head. Seamus,
    however, was staring at Harry, as were many others in the audience, and not just on
    the Gryffindor side.

    "Blimey, what's Potter made of? A hit like that and not even a peep!" Seamus
    commented. "I've felt that jinx before and it's right painful."

    Hermione half-turned to the whispering boys, waving away Seamus' comment. "Oh,
    that's really nothing. Harry's been hit with a lot worse than that since he's been
    training, and he usually just shrugs it off."

    Ron whipped his head over in her direction. "Hermione! We're not supposed to talk
    about Harry's training from Sirius and Professor Lupin!"

    "Oh, right," Hermione said, her voice sheepish. She turned back around, a
    satisfied smile on her face. Ron saw the gob smacked looks on his fellow Gryffindors.
    Mission accomplished. That little bit of news would be all over the school by week's
    end.

    Harry had just finished explaining some of the dangers of the Stinging Jinx,
    especially the dangers of being hit in the face, and had given a warning to students
    to only aim for the arms, legs, and torso when the group near the front finished
    whispering. "Now," the young wizard said, "let's see what happens when the spell is
    properly shielded." With his phoenix feather and holly wand, Harry drew a large
    circular area covering his head down to below his knees.

    "Protego."

    There was no shimmering outline to show the students that the spell had taken
    effect, but there was no doubt that it was there.

    "Whenever you're ready, Mr. Malfoy," Harry urged the Slytherin, who was still
    standing at the other end of the stage.

    This time, Draco needed no urging.

    "VESPA!" A white bolt shot from his wand, only to impact the shield charm
    Harry had cast earlier, the impact briefly illuminating a small area of the shield as
    the jinx dissipated harmlessly.

    "Continue," Harry instructed.

    "VESPA! Vespa! Vespa!
    VESPA!"

    Draco jabbed his wand forward repeatedly, trying to overwhelm the shield Harry had
    put up. Harry, however, stood impassively behind his shield, wand held casually in
    front of him as each jinx was neutralized by the defensive spell. Exuding confidence,
    Harry took his eyes off of Draco and looked around the room.

    "Excellent," Harry said when Draco stopped his barrage of jinxes. "I think that
    demonstrated how effective the protego charm can be in defeating hostile
    spells." Harry holstered his wand and began turning towards the class.

    "VESPA!" Draco fired again, just as Harry was
    turning. The white bolt shot straight towards Harry's face, bright with all of Draco
    Malfoy's anger, malice, and frustration.

    Harry didn't even bother turning back around, didn't draw his wand. Instead, he
    simply backhanded the jinx and sent it twisting and spinning back the way it came. It
    flew above Draco Malfoy's head, where he stood frozen in place, and ended up smacking
    into the woodwork of the upper balcony of the classroom. Where the jinx struck the
    wood, it left a mild scorch mark.

    The entire room was silent. Draco stood stock still, eyes wide in surprise,
    waiting for what Harry was going to do in response. His last attack had been on
    impulse, though he knew he could claim he hadn't realized Harry had finished the
    demonstration and hadn't seen him start to turn away if he were confronted after the
    fact. It wasn't the trouble that he was sure he was about to get into that had him
    bothered. It was Harry's show of confident ability. He had never expected Harry would
    display such skill or refinement in countering the jinx, else he would never have
    attempted it.

    "Mr. Malfoy," Harry said, drawing out each word and enunciating each sound
    clearly, "in the future I expect you to stop casting once your instructor or practice
    partner turns away. This is a class demonstration, not a wizard's duel."

    The calm, uncaring tone with which Harry Potter spoke was a sharp contrast to how
    he felt inside; there a burning fury made him want to show the Slytherin git just how
    strong he had become. It was only Remus Lupin's advice that held him back. The
    students would test him, try to provoke him, Remus had said. It was in handling such
    challenges with calm that Remus had assured Harry that he could gain control over the
    class for the long-term, so Harry held his temper and measured his response.

    "Thank you, Mr. Malfoy, you can return to your seat now." Turning completely away
    from Draco, Harry gave Ron a meaningful glance. "For the next demonstration, I will
    need someone to demonstrate how to defend against—"

    "I told you, Potter," Draco cut in, "I'm not scared of you. You think I don't know
    how to cast a shield charm?"

    Harry eyed Draco Malfoy with a frown. The boy had lost too much face and was
    trying to salvage some by standing up to him, he knew. For this next demonstration,
    though, he really needed the volunteer to be Ron.

    "I'm sure you know the spell, Draco, but I've asked you to go sit down. There's
    more to it than just the incantation and—"

    "You're scared of me, Potter, is that it?" Draco interrupted again. Hearing some
    jeers from the Slytherin side, Draco smirked, a little more of his confidence
    returning. "Afraid I'll wreck your little class?"

    Harry shrugged. Draco had just challenged him; the only way to send the message he
    wanted was to let the Death Eater's son go through with the demonstration. Well, he
    asked for it.

    "Alright, Mr. Malfoy, have it your way. I'm going to attack you with the Stinging
    Jinx. Defend yourself the best you can."

    Draco sneered, then pulled out his wand and made the motion for the shield charm,
    drawing a circular area that covered from his waist to the top of his head.
    "Protego!" Draco declared, completing the spell.

    Harry raised his wand vertically to signal he was about to cast, a salute to an
    adversary Sirius had called it. Then, with deliberate motion, Harry jabbed his wand
    forward.

    "Vespa."

    A white bolt of magic from Harry's wand, bold and clearly defined, shot straight
    towards Draco. When Harry's jinx met Draco's protego charm, there was a
    brief moment when the shield lit up with magical incandescence as the two spells
    fought each other. For someone with an eye trained for watching magical duels, there
    was an even briefer moment where one could see Harry's jinx spin at impact, drilling
    through the layer of protective magic. And then the shield shattered.

    There was a piercing shriek of pain and Draco Malfoy fell to the classroom stage
    floor, clutching the back of his arm. Then, there was an audible sob and whimper. The
    whole room gasped in shock at what had just happened.

    "You'll pay for that, Potter," Theodore Nott's voice called out as he stood, an
    accusing finger pointing at Harry. "When the Headmaster hears about this you'll be
    sacked and then expelled. Whatever dark curse you used…"

    "Sit down, Mr. Nott," Harry commanded, and with a quick motion of his wand
    compelled the boy to do so. "That was the same Stinging Jinx that Draco cast on me,
    the same spell being taught in this class. I expect by the end of the day more than
    one of you will be hit by the same jinx."

    The room was silent a moment as the significance of that dawned on the class.
    Harry Potter had downed Draco Malfoy with just a simple jinx, and the Slytherin had
    even had a shield up. And they might be next.

    "The only difference is the power and skill of the wizard casting the spell,"
    Harry continued. "Mr. Crabbe, Mr. Goyle, please take Mr. Malfoy to the infirmary. I'm
    sure Madame Pomfrey will be able to put him to rights. I'd do it myself, but I doubt
    Draco would appreciate me tending to him." Harry waited until Draco's goons had come
    down and helped the still whimpering Slytherin to his feet before speaking again.

    "Now, before I continue, let me repeat that Mr. Malfoy will be just fine. It was
    just a Stinging Jinx, although, I can tell you that it feels a lot worse coming from
    an adult wizard than from a typical Fifth Year. And remember, he volunteered, even
    after I asked him to return to his seat. Unfortunately, Mr. Malfoy's technique was
    flawed." Harry waited a beat. "Now, is there anyone else who would like to show the
    proper technique for defending against a superior opponent?"

    Now Ron's hand came up.

    "Thanks, Ron," Harry said, with a grin for his friend. He wasn't calling his best
    mate 'Mr. Weasley' when talking directly to him. "I won't award you any points for
    bravery since you've sparred with me over the summer, but if you can show me the
    right way to defend, you can earn ten points for Gryffindor."

    Ron approached the stage, his long red hair framing his slightly freckled face,
    which was a mask of trepidation. The youngest Weasley boy took his place on classroom
    stage opposite Harry, in roughly the same position Draco had been. At a nod from
    Harry, he removed his wand from its cover and got into a ready stance. In truth, he
    wasn't too worried about the upcoming pain. He'd been hit by Harry's Stinging Jinx
    before and knew how badly it would hurt, but it wasn't half as bad as Malfoy had made
    it out to be. He was, however, just a bit worried about performing in front of an
    audience.

    "Are you ready, Ron?"

    A nod.

    Harry watched as Ron took a common dueling stance, which they had practiced over
    the summer. Then Harry lifted his wand in a vertical line to salute his opponent
    before jabbing it forward.

    "Vespa!"

    Ron, his feet positioned perfectly for quick motion and reaction, dodged to the
    left, leaping out of the way. "Protego!" he called out as a
    second Stinging Jinx followed on right after the first. This second jinx impacted his
    shield just as it had Draco's, but Ron had angled his shield charm so that the spell
    struck it obliquely, and Harry's jinx skittered off as Ron rolled out of the way of a
    third jinx, finally getting to the cover of the teacher's desk at the back of the
    stage.

    Only when "safely" behind the desk did Ron dare finally return fire with a spell
    of his own.

    "Vespa!" Ron called, before casting another shield charm over the entire
    desk area. It wasn't much protection against Harry, but it was better than
    nothing.

    Harry was busy deflecting Ron's spell with the tip of his wand when he heard a
    spell cast from behind him.

    "VESPA-MAJOR!"

    Harry spun, using his wand to catch the crackling white ball of magic fast
    approaching from where Hermione had cast it at him. Strangely, despite the spell's
    greater strength than the standard Stinging Jinx, Hermione's hex variant had a sort
    of pliancy to it, as if the magic had expected Harry to capture it. But
    Harry didn't have time to muse on that strange feeling from Hermione's spell. He
    whirled as Ron Weasley struck at him with multiple Stinging Jinxes. Harry discharged
    the captured spell, still held on his wand tip, to the space directly in front of his
    best friend, then Harry twirled his phoenix feather core wand, reflecting both of
    Ron's jinxes back at him.

    Ron managed to pull himself up short to avoid taking Hermione's painful looking
    hex, but this caused him to be hit by his own, albeit less painful jinxes: one in the
    shoulder and one in the chest. Ron winced audibly, but he was glad it was his own
    spells hitting him rather than one of Harry's.

    And then Harry holstered his wand. "Excellent, ten points to Gryffindor for Ron
    and Hermione demonstration of the correct technique for defending against a stronger
    opponent. Please return to your seats." Harry beamed at Ron and nodded at
    Hermione.

    "But they cheated!" Dean Thomas blurted out.

    "No, Mr. Thomas, they defended themselves against an opponent they had no hope of
    beating if they just stood there and hoped their shield charm held up," Harry
    replied. "One of these days, Voldemort and his followers will attack again. Maybe
    that won't be until you've all graduated and are all grown up. Or maybe that will be
    tomorrow. If it happens tomorrow, Mr. Thomas, I don't want you to stand there behind
    a shield charm I'm teaching in this class as a Death Eater hits you with a Killing
    Curse."

    Harry then turned to the class as a whole. "Do any of you think you're ready to
    take on a full grown adult wizard? Do you?" Harry stalked over to the center of the
    stage and fixed the room with a stare. "You're not ready for that. And when you
    finish this course and take your O.W.L.'s at the end of this year you still won't be
    as strong as them. But you will be prepared to protect yourself and
    get away.

    "Think about this. Ron didn't stand still and try and face me down like Mr.
    Malfoy. And he didn't just dodge and hide. He used the shield charm we've been
    practicing to give himself some defense. He attacked from the best cover he could
    find, drawing my attention to the other side of the room, which allowed Ms. Granger
    to get a surprise shot in. It was strategy. And I'll be covering the basics of combat
    strategy this year alongside the assigned curriculum. So expect to be facing
    situations just like this in class."

    "Um…Harry," Neville Longbottom spoke up, hand tentatively raised. Seeing Harry
    nod, Neville voiced his question. "How will we know if we should stand up to a dark
    wizard or if we should just…" here Neville's voice got quiet, " …just duck and hide?
    I mean, I don't want to be a coward."

    Harry smiled. "That, Mr. Longbottom is an excellent question. Five points to
    Gryffindor." Seeing Neville sit up straighter in response to his praise, Harry
    continued, "And the answer is that if you have to question, if you
    are afraid that they're too strong for you—then you shouldn't face
    them head on. Now, that's not saying there's never a time when you shouldn't stand up
    against someone stronger than you—like to protect your family or friends—but if
    there's nothing noble about stupidly standing in place while someone much stronger
    than you knocks you down. There's a time for courage, and there's a time for cunning.
    Besides, did it look like Mr. Weasley was being cowardly up there?"

    At that, the Gryffindors around Ron nodded and clapped him on the shoulders.

    "Now, you've seen that the shield charm can protect against some spells," Harry
    continued, "like the Stinging Jinx, but that it has limitations. We'll be learning
    more of the theory of the shield charm in Practical Defense Against the Dark
    Arts. But before we dive more into the theoretical side of things, let's
    all get a feel for casting it. So, everyone please make your way
    down to the classroom stage and pair up. One of you casting the jinx which was just
    demonstrated, the other the shield charm."

    There was a sudden flurry of movement as students quickly formed pairs to practice
    the spell. As expected Slytherins partnered with Slytherins and Gryffindors with
    Gyrffindors. They started taking their positions around the stage area. However, just
    before anyone got a spell off, Harry once more spoke up, his voice amplified by the
    wand pointed to his voice box.

    "Just so there's no misunderstanding—anyone casting the Stinging Jinx at another
    student outside of official class practice, anyone who hits any other student or
    faculty member any place other than the arms backs, or torso, accidentally or not,
    will get detention with me—practicing proper shielding against the Stinging Jinx. So
    make sure your aim is on target before pointing your wand. Got it?"

    From the anxious looks from everyone in the room, Harry could tell his message had
    been received.

  


  
    28. Seerious Trouble
  

  
    Chapter 25: Seerious Trouble

    

    Ron Weasley took a look around the new, expanded Divinations classroom with a very
    pleased expression on his freckled face. The room was located on the sixth floor on
    the southwest wing of Hogwarts castle. At one time during Hogwarts's long history,
    the room had been where the Chants and Auralmancy class had been held,
    before the course lost popularity and had been discontinued. It was easily twice as
    large as Trelawney's old room up in the North Tower, with over two score of the
    small, round tables from the old classroom set up in the shape of an arcane eye in
    the middle of the floor.

    There had been a boom in the number of students signing up for Divinations classes
    leading to the need to expand the class, but it wasn't just the larger room size or
    greater number of chairs that had Ron feeling on top of the world; the furnishings
    that adorned the room were what put the grin on his face. In addition to the packs of
    tarot cards, rows of crystal balls (which were now arranged according to size and
    quality rather than just scattered about the cabinets), and the assortment of teacups
    and candle stubs from the old classroom, there was one new feature that had not been
    there before. Professor Trelawney had dubbed it the "Weasley Wall."

    Dozens of framed newspaper clippings were hung on this wall, most of which
    featured photos of the red-headed Weasley posing along with some famous celebrity or
    Ministry officials. Articles from the Daily Prophet, and occasionally even
    the Quibbler, detailed Ron's more public and widely known predictions and
    their subsequent fulfillment. Ron smirked as he looked at the photo of the flying pig
    that had briefly terrorized Hogsmeade. There were, of course, a few clippings there
    about Professor Trelawney and a few more about her great-great grandmother Cassandra,
    but Ron's more recent fame took up far more space.

    A hazy fog began boiling out of cauldrons installed in the corners of the room,
    the mist quickly covering the floor and rising up to obscure the bottoms of the
    chairs. At that cue, Ron slipped behind a dark veil next to Professor Trelawney, who
    had been busy a moment ago going over some complex notes written up next to the
    seating charts. Right on time, students began to enter the classroom in small groups.
    All these Third-year students were taking their first elective class and it was their
    first time in Divinations, so there was a bit of wide-eyedness about them.

    Usually, Ron would have felt nervous at the prospect of his first class, but
    unlike Harry, he wasn't being asked to teach an entire lesson or manage class
    discipline. He was there as a glorified assistant, which suited him just fine.

    Once the students were seated, Professor Trelawney stepped out from behind the
    curtain leaning forward as if to better see the class, her over-sized glasses
    magnifying her eyes as she made her first sweep of the classroom. "Welcome to 1st
    Year Divination," she said, "My name is Professor Trelawney. You may not have often
    seen me before as I find that descending too often into the hustle and bustle of the
    main school can at times cloud my Inner Eye."^ She gestured, and Ron stepped out
    behind her, bobbing his head on cue. "This is my assistant, Mr. Ronald Weasley. Him,
    I am sure, you know."

    Ron noted many similarities between this class and his first when he was a
    student. There were a mixture of Hufflepuffs and Gryffindors, with very few
    Ravenclaws or Slytherin students. Most were here because they thought this would be
    an easy class, which it certainly would be, but there were a few here who truly
    believed, just as there were a few who came for more cynical reasons. Ron tried to
    size up the class as Professor Trelawney continued.

    "You have elected to study Divination, the most difficult and obscure of all
    magical arts. I must warn you from the outset that if you do not have the Sight,
    there is very little that we will be able to teach you. Books can take you only so
    far in this field. It is a rare gift that young Mr. Weasley and I are blessed and
    burdened with…."^

    The whole room was transfixed by Professor Trelawney's theatrics, their gazes
    looking back with piqued interest, folded arms and measured reservation, and in a few
    cases, wide-eyed awe. There was, however, one table Ron noted where a pair of
    Ravenclaws sat snickering, clearly having a low opinion of the class and the subject.
    Ironically enough, in Ron's class it had been Hermione, usually the teacher's pet,
    who had worn her skepticism like a badge on her sleeve.

    "We will be covering the basic methods of Divination this year," Trelawney
    continued as if she were unaware of the trouble brewing at the back table, though Ron
    knew better. "Mr. Weasley, please explain the syllabus."

    Now it was Ron's turn to speak. Ron tapped his wand on the sole chalkboard sitting
    in the front of the room and the words etched themselves into the board as he spoke.
    "Right, then. The first term will be tessomancy and tassography; that's reading omens
    of the future in tea leaves and the like. Next term we do palmistry, so I'd sit next
    to someone you don't mind holding hands with." A couple students around the room eyed
    the people at their table warily.

    While Ron was at the front of the room detailing the syllabus, Professor Trelawney
    moved among the students observing them, nodding to herself, and making the
    occasional cryptic comment.

    "I hope your father will recover soon," she said as she passed by a young wizard
    who turned in confusion, the question hanging on his lips unasked as the teacher
    moved on. "You should avoid the color purple," the professor said to a Hufflepuff
    girl at the next table, whose mouth opened in surprise, before she started looking
    around her for anything of that hue.

    "In the summer term," Ron went on, "we'll do fire omens and then finally crystal
    ball interpretation."

    "Unfortunately, dears," Professor Trelawney interrupted apologetically, "someone
    among us today will not be here all the way until finals," she said shaking her
    head.

    "What's that supposed to mean?" one of the three Gryffindors in the class
    demanded.

    "Don't let it worry you," Professor Trelawney said with a wave of her hand, "it
    will do no good to worry about that today. There will be time for worrying about
    things like in the coming months. Now open your books to pages five and six of
    Unfogging the Future and let's begin, shall we?"

    Ron instructed the students on where to get their cups and saucers as well as the
    procedure for obtaining a reading while Professor Trelawney filled their cups with
    tea. One by one the students sat down with their tea and quickly drank it before
    swirling it around the cup three times with their left hand then turning it over on
    their saucers for the last of the liquid to drain out. Ron and Professor Trelawney
    walked around the classroom listening to the students interpret the symbols,
    sometimes nodding, sometimes frowning, and occasionally making a hmm-ing sound.

    A hand went up. "Professor," a young Hufflepuff witch with strawberry blond hair
    asked, "I got what I think looks like a bear here. But the books says it's either a
    journey or some kind of misfortune. So, which does it mean for me?"

    Trelawney indicated that Ron was to handle the question with a gesture and a
    nod.

    Ron walked over and took a look at the cup and studied it for a second. "Right,
    there is a bear there, as well as a hat and an hourglass."

    "So, what does it mean, Mr. Weasley?" the girl asked, wide-eyed, slightly
    trembling. Ron checked the seating chart. Her name was Emma Green, from a long
    Pure-blood line.

    "Well, you're right, the bear can mean misfortune like Vablatsky lists on page 6,
    but where the pictures are and the…er…relationship between the symbols are important,
    too," Ron explained, pointing to the images. "See, the bear is there between the
    handle and the front of the cup? It's showing that both misfortune and a journey
    could be it. But, see here? The hat is on the other side of the cup. If it were at
    the bottom you'd have to worry about an enemy or a rival, but on the side here it
    means you gotta try to be careful how you talk. Diplomatic like, if you know what I
    mean. And there in the middle is a small little hourglass, which is what this is all
    about. Some small decision that will cause you to go on a journey, have misfortune,
    or both."

    Emma nodded, seeing the sense in Ron's interpretation. "So…what should I do?"

    Ron shrugged his shoulder. "I dunno. Don't make a stupid choice?"

    The class, which had gone quiet to listen to Ron, now burst out into laughter.

    "What a load of dragon dung!" one of the Ravenclaws in the black exclaimed as he
    laughed.

    Ron's ears went red, blood flowing to him has he felt a tinge of embarrassment. He
    looked over to Professor Trelawney, but she just stood in the back of the classroom
    wearing her beaded necklaces and bangled earrings with her arms folded. The message
    was clear: Handle it.

    Ron walked over to the table with the pair of Ravenclaws. "What was that, Mate?"
    That last word was said so that everyone who heard knew Ron Weasley definitely didn't
    think they were mates at all.

    "No offense, Ron," the Ravenclaw third-year said, in an overly familiar tone, "but
    it's all just nonsense."

    Ron checked his copy of the seating chart Professor Trelawney had handed him.
    William Thompson. Muggle-born. It explained the skepticism—just like Hermione, and a
    common occurrence according to the professor. Perhaps he could use this.

    "What, Mr. Thompson, do you think is nonsense?" Ron asked, keeping his cool.

    "Tea leaf reading, the stupid fog on the ground," Thompson answered, confidence
    building, "This class. Divinations. You. It's just folk wisdom and
    coincidence dressed up as some mysterious hocus pocus. It's not real magic. And you
    being famous for it is a joke."

    The room went quiet. Ron felt the blood in his face burn, and he could almost tell
    that Professor Trelawney was just about to step in with her spiel about a student
    with a very low aura and lack of aptitude for the art. He'd heard her use it before,
    including once on Hermione. But he didn't want the Professor to have to handle this.
    So, he spoke before she could.

    "Tell that to Harry Potter," he answered, looking William Thompson directly in the
    eye.

    If the room was quiet before, it suddenly went stark silent. It took a beat for
    the Ravenclaw to respond.

    "Just because you're friends with—"

    "Harry didn't really believe, either, you know," Ron interrupted. "Not at first.
    When Professor Trelawney saw the Grim in his teacup, saw a club that predicted an
    attack, saw the falcon predicting a strong enemy—Harry didn't really believe her,"
    Ron said turning to the whole class. "Me, I was his partner in this same exact
    exercise, and I missed the signs because I hadn't had my eyes opened yet. I did get
    one thing right, though—I said he was going to suffer, but be happy about it," Ron
    laughed sheepishly before continuing, "Luckily, though, Harry wasn't so foolish as to
    totally ignore her warning and prepared himself."

    "What happened," Emma Green asked, her voice a whisper.

    Ron held his hands palm upwards in another shrug. "Danger. A powerful enemy was
    revealed; then there was a bloody dementor attack. It all came true, although
    Professor Trelawney did get one detail a bit wrong. It wasn't actually the Grim she
    recognized in the cup, but rather Harry's godfather, Sirius Black." Ron pointed back
    to the Weasley Wall, "You can read all about it back there in The Daily
    Prophet."

    Murmurs started around the room, students were looking at their tea cups once
    more, and with more seriousness. It was almost perfect.

    Then William Thompson spoke again.

    "It's not like any of this is important. It's just a bunch of meaningless little
    details," the Ravenclaw interrupted. He was one of those who needed to be right all
    the time and clearly had no respect for a Fifth year as an assistant professor.

    "Oh?" Ron snapped. "Then why is there a whole section in the Department of
    Mysteries just for prophecies? And not only are there some of mine in there, there's
    one about Harry Potter beating Voldemort. You think that isn't important,
    Thompson?"

    There were several moments of shocked silence. Ron had said Voldemort's name,
    right in class. And that whole business of there being a prophecy about
    The-Boy-Who-Lived beating him was big. Ron's mouth gaped open, as if he had said far
    too much.

    "Right, now, let's forget about that and get on with—"

    "Alright, Weasley Seer," the Ravenclaw called out, referring to Ron with
    clear contempt in his voice. He'd lost too much face in that exchange and wasn't
    going to let Ron go on unchallenged. "If you know everything like you are saying,
    tell me what my sister will give me for my birthday next month. Or what the answer to
    the next riddle I hear will be. Or just tell me what I have in my pocket. Then I'll
    believe you."

    The class waited expectantly. Some of them expected Ron to make a prediction then
    and there. Others guessed he'd give some kind of enigmatic answer, or make a
    completely unrelated prediction. Or just deduct points from Ravenclaw and give
    Thompson detention. They were all wrong.

    Ron smirked. "I knew it. You don't understand Divinations at
    all." He turned away from the students and addressed the teacher instead.
    "Typical of Ravenclaws, just as you said Professor," Ron remarked. "But I think it's
    best if you explain it."

    Professor Trelawney eyed Ron for a moment and then nodded. She stepped to the
    middle of the room and with a wave of her wand banished the haze from the floor. The
    reddish glow from the candles turned to a more natural yellow.

    "Yes, it is sad that many witches and wizards who think themselves clever scoff at
    the art of Divinations, never realizing their folly. Fortunately, not all who follow
    Rowena's path remain so ignorant. I, myself, was in Ravenclaw. But perhaps it will
    help to teach you all a bit of epistemology before we continue with our more esoteric
    endeavors."

    Ron looked around the classroom, noticing that only about a tenth of the students
    in the class had followed their teacher's comments. Had he heard those comments just
    a year ago he would have been lost as well, but after studying with Professor
    Trelawney as long as he had, he was happily surprised to realize he understood
    everything she had said.

    "Divinations could be described as a mode of gathering knowledge, this is true.
    But it differs from our normal methods of reasoning: query, induction, and deduction.
    For example, I could answer Mr. Thompson's question about what is in his pocket using
    magic by many means."

    Professor Trelawney waved her wand several times.

    "Animus revelio. Charta revelio. Tricae revelio. Materia revelio. Metallum
    revelio." As she cast each spell, different items around the room briefly
    glowed—parchment and stationery, then decorations, then everything made of wood, then
    everything made of metal.

    "From this, I could quickly get a good idea of what is in Mr. Thompson's pockets.
    Or were I a Legilimens I could use legilimency to glean the information from Mr.
    Thompson's mind, or from that of his friend. These are all ways of using magic to
    gain knowledge."

    Sybil tapped her seating chart with her wand, silently casting the gemino
    charm on it, causing it to duplicate and then the copies flew off to each of the
    tables. There, beside each table were sets of numeric symbols, as well as names, some
    of which had been crossed off and replaced by another.

    "Or, if you were to study in Professor Septima Vector's class, you could use
    arithmancy to predict the answers to specific questions, given sufficient
    information to begin with, of course. But Divination is different. It is not us
    asking the universe to answer us; it is the divine telling us what we are to
    know."

    Trelawney let that sink in.

    "Wait," William Thompson called out, pointing to the seating chart. "Why is there
    a mark next to my name?"

    "Not your name, Mr. Thompson, your seat," Professor Trelawney responded. "I
    divined someone would come in today with strong doubts, it was just a simple
    application of arithmancy to see where you would sit."

    "You could have added that mark to the charts any time," William responded, not
    willing to concede his skepticism, even to a full teacher.

    "True," Professor Trelawney answered, one eyebrow raised, "but I wasn't the one
    who chose the teacup with the corkscrew on it."

    Thompson looked at his cup again, then smirked. "I'm sorry, Professor, but there's
    no corkscrew in my cup."

    "Did you look on the bottom?"

    He looked. There was a crack in the middle, clearly resembling a corkscrew.

    "But, what does that mean, Professor?" Emma Green asked.

    It was Ron who answered. "Try page Appendix B on page 212."

    The whole class quickly flipped to the list of less common symbols. William
    Thompson got there first. After reading he abruptly stood up, gathered his things and
    hurried out, but not before a number of students started laughing.

    

    Author's Note:

    ^Some of Professor Trelawney's dialog is taken from Harry Potter and the Prisoner
    of Azkaban

  


  
    29. Invasion
  

  
    AN: Some of you have asked what the corkscrew from
    the previous chapter was supposed to signify. A simple Google search for the search
    terms "tea leaves divinations corkscrew" will reveal the answer.

    

    Chapter 26: Invasion

    "The chair recognizes Professor Huang," Dumbledore said, with a polite nod to
    the yellow-robed wizard.

    "Thank you, Supreme Mugwump," Professor Huang said with a dry cough. "As you
    will note in your agenda, the Magical Congress of the United States of America has
    serious concerns about the inviolability of the floo networks in light of the rapid
    expansion of Muggle technology. The fear is that…"

    Severus Snape walked around the table as the various delegates from the ICW
    debated the topic, his sharp, beady black eyes roaming over every inch of the meeting
    room. Nobody at the table seemed to notice he was there, continuing their tedious
    discussion of mundane trivialities without pause. The Hogwarts newest Defense Against
    the Dark Arts professor pursed his lips as he focused the different delegates one by
    one, until his eyes at last fell upon Harry Potter, who was sitting at the table
    looking as if he were trying his best not to fall asleep. The potions master grimaced
    as he was once again forced to see the spitting image of James Potter, the evidence
    of Lily's utter repudiation of him by embracing his most hated and bitter enemy.

    Something was off about all of this, but Professor Snape could not put his finger
    on exactly what it was.

    "Thank you, Madame Mercier, I believe we can all take this suggestion back to
    our respective governments for deliberation," Dumbledore said with his typical
    serenity. "And now—"

    There. Severus Snape swiftly pivoted, his wand materializing in his hand as he
    pointed it towards an empty space behind the table. All around the walls of the room
    collapsed into magical fog, blurring most severely behind where Harry Potter, or
    rather, the memory of Harry Potter sat. The objects in front of the boy remained more
    substantial. That was expected, since this was Potter's memory.

    But then the fog parted where the DADA professor was pointing, and another Harry
    emerged, his bespectacled visage calmly regarding Professor Snape as if it were
    studying him. This was not expected.

    "You really are better at this than Sirius," Potter said simply as the memory
    around them froze in place. "It's been months since he could detect my conscious
    mind, but you were still able to. The Headmaster was right to have me continue my
    studies with you."

    It was impossible. Outrageous. How could this boy, who just a few years
    ago had failed to show any remarkable talent, suddenly display such subtle control at
    mind magic?

    Severus smirked. "So, you finally realized I am inside your mind," he said with as
    much casual disdain as he could muster. "I've been dissecting this memory for over
    twenty minutes. If I were the Dark Lord—"

    Harry Potter shook his head, a knowing smirk finding its way onto the boy's lips,
    a smirk all too unbearably reminiscent of the boy's late father. "That was hardly
    twenty minutes, Professor. You and I both know this is the fifth memory you've
    visited."

    Severus Snape stood stunned for a moment. It was undeniable. The boy had been
    aware.

    Severus nodded. He hated, hated, that he had to concede that
    Potter was greatly exceeding his expectations, but the evidence was irrefutable.
    There was nothing to gain from trying to deny that the boy's skill at occlumency was
    anything less than competent. Begrudging acknowledgment was better than appearing the
    fool.

    "Since you have managed to discover my intrusion and have yourself been found out,
    there's little point in continuing the subterfuge. Now let's see if you are strong
    enough to—"

    There was a brief flash of white and then Severus Snape found himself staring into
    the vibrant green eyes of Harry Potter, eyes that were so much like Lily's. They were
    back inside the professor's office, his wand still pointed at the boy from across the
    round table at the center of the room. There was a pleased look on James Potter's
    son, an all too familiar smugness about him. The boy had cast him out of his mind.
    With ease.

    "Well, thank you, Professor. I think this session has really given me an idea of
    how my occlumency studies are going. There are definitely some things I need to
    improve."

    The boy was being polite. It was really the most insufferable thing about him,
    that false modesty! Potter was turning away from him, without even being dismissed,
    damn him!

    As Potter started to leave his office, the boy's eyes roving over the shelves of
    potions ingredients that lined the walls of the room, Severus Snape seethed. No,
    unacceptable! Before Potter managed to get halfway to the door, he whipped his wand
    forward once more. "Legilimens!" he said forcefully. And then he was back in
    the boy's head.

    This time, he swore, he would find something secret. Something embarrassing. Even
    if he had to use more force than might be entirely healthy to get it.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Snow was falling in Hogsmeade, a light sprinkling of white powder that gave the
    little magical village a sort of Christmas card quality to it that made the
    experience of the last visit to the little community before the holiday break even
    more charming. The town was always busiest on the days Hogwarts students were let out
    to visit, in fact forty percent of the community's economy was based on the frequent
    weekend visits from students and influx of adult wizards who would stop in during
    that time due to that very fact. On weekdays when students were all ensconced within
    the school's castle walls or during the summer months when the children returned
    home, the village became a much more sleepy, subdued place with most shops closed
    most of the day—with the exception of The Magic Neep (the local
    greengrocer), Madame Pudifoot's, The Hog's Head, and The Three
    Broomsticks. The locals did need to eat, afterall. But on a day like today, the
    streets were full of running, shouting, laughing children and the village shops were
    not only fully open for business, there were active enchantments outside each one
    enticing potential clients to enter.

    Ron and Hermione walked side by side down the busy streets, cheerfully chatting
    together with big smiles on their faces. While the Fifth Year Prefect and the second
    youngest instructor in Hogwarts history walking together was not a surprise to
    anyone, the fact that they were doing so without the presence of the third corner of
    their "Golden Trio" was a little unusual. What was much more noteworthy, and the
    reason some of their schoolmates would suddenly turn and excitedly gossip together
    once the two had passed, however, was the fact that the pair were holding hands as
    they walked. So it was, despite the cold, that Hermione Granger had a rosy glow on
    her cheeks and Ronald Weasley wore a shit-eating grin that nearly split his face.

    In Hermione's free hand she carried a small bag from Tomes and Scrolls
    while Ron had a package from Spintwitches tucked under his other arm. While
    she as a prefect and he as an adjunct member of the Hogwarts faculty were in part
    tasked with supervising the students, along with several senior staff members, they
    were also out to enjoy themselves. The pair came to a stop outside of
    Honeydukes, as a group of Hufflepuffs emerged, some munching on levitating
    sherbert and others with honey colored toffee sticking to the sides of their mouths.
    The pair entered the shop, staying together as they went to pick up each of their
    favorite sweets as well as to get some for Harry.

    "Bloody shame Harry has to miss so many Hogsmeade trips," Ron commented as he
    grabbed some Whizzing Fizzbees. He'd gotten a taste for the confection now that he
    had a bit more spending money. "All those 'planning sessions' with Snape," Ron said,
    scare quotes audible in his tone, "I bet the greasy git arranges it on these weekends
    on purpose just to spite Harry."

    "You know there's a reason why Harry needs so many extra 'planning sessions.'
    Besides, I think it's admirable that Harry is taking his responsibilities as an
    instructor so seriously," Hermione remarked. "Harry really is gifted as a teacher,
    don't you think Ron?"

    Ron nodded. "He's bloody brilliant. Harry's even got Neville casting defensive
    charms confidently, and even Remus wasn't able to get him to do that well!"

    "And I'm proud of you, too," Hermione said, beaming a smile at Ron. "Everyone I
    talk to says your classes with Professor Trelawney are going really well. I must say
    I wasn't sure you were up to it, but you've really grown up."

    Ron's cheeks burned red at the praise. "Hey, aren't the blue ones Harry's favorite
    flavor sugar quill?"

    At Hermione's nod, Ron added a dozen of the sweets to their bag and the pair went
    up to the register. He rummaged through his robes and pulled out 34 sickles and set
    them on the counter with the sort of confidence that he had never had before he had
    been hired as an assistant teacher.

    "After this do you think we should stop by Zonko's?" Hermione asked. "While I
    don't really care for pranks and gags, it really is unfair that Harry can't come
    out."

    Ron shook his head. "Nah, no need. Harry and I have an arrangement with Fred and
    George. They'll be opening their own joke magic shop in a year or two and are going
    to put Zonko's to shame. Trust me, Harry's good on gag products."

    The pair exited Honeydukes and looked around for where to go to next. Students
    were still bustling around the village in small groups of red, blue, and yellow
    trimmed robes.

    Hermione pursed her lips.

    "Ron, have you seen any students from Slytherin out here today?"

    "No, why?"

    Hermione let go of Ron's hand again, turning to look around Hogsmeade with a more
    critical eye. She thought back to when the Head Boy and Head Girl went down the list
    of students being released for the Hogsmeade weekend. She couldn't recall a single
    Slytherin student being called.

    "Ron, I think we need to get back to Hogwarts immediately. I think there's
    something really wrong."

    Back in their first year or even their second year, Ron Weasley would have blown
    off any concerns the "bossy, know-it-all" witch might have had. Since that time the
    youngest Weasley boy had gained an appreciation for Hermione in more ways than one.
    Not only was she a girl—it had taken him a while to realize that fact—and a pretty
    one at that, she was also perhaps the most clever person he had ever met, with the
    possible exception of the Headmaster.

    Ron gulped, then nodded and started heading for the path back to the castle with
    Hermione leading the way. They had almost made it to The Three Broomsticks,
    the last major building before Hogsmeade Station and then the path back to the
    castle, when they heard the first pop. Then there were half a dozen more and
    men with black robes and silver and white masks were appearing all over town.

    Death Eaters.

    "Get down!" "Take cover!" Hermione and Ron yelled simultaneously.

    And then the mayhem began as the Death Eaters began hurling curses
    indiscriminately. The pairs warning had given the villagers and students out on the
    road a little extra warning and the initial attack involved a lot of screaming and
    running, but fortunately none of the curses managed to hit their intended
    victims.

    Ron dodged a yellow hex, grateful for the reflexes gained over the summer training
    with Harry, and began heading for the cover of the inn. Hermione followed behind, her
    wand pointed over Ron's shoulder ready to shield the two of them at a moment's
    notice.

    "We've got to get the other students to safety!" Hermione said as soon as they got
    to the outer wall of The Three Broomsticks.

    "We need to let the Order know what's going on," Ron responded.

    Then a curse slammed into the woodwork above them.
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    Chapter 27: Expulsion

    For a moment, Severus Snape found himself in a very dark, confined space. There
    was a small cot which took up most of the floor space and what looked like…a Muggle
    electrical box on the wall?

    Before Hogwart's latest Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher could even get a
    good look at the space, he found himself suddenly outside the room, looking at a
    locked door. There was a stairway above the space he had just been in, which could
    only be some kind of closet or cupboard area. In a Muggle house.

    Severus Snape realized that he was standing in Harry Potter's adoptive family
    home. Clearly, this was a place Harry Potter did not want him to see, and what
    delightful little indiscretion could that small hidden crawlspace beneath the stairs
    hold? Which was exactly why the potions master was dead set on going back to the door
    to open it.

    Snape managed a single step before there was suddenly a large, burly man with
    walrus-like mustache standing between him and the hidden cupboard area.

    "What are you doing, freak?" the man asked menacingly.

    Vernon. Uncle Vernon.

    Severus Snape smirked. The boy was giving up information, not even knowing what he
    was doing. The potions master pushed forward, hoping to see what else he could
    learn.

    "We don't want your kind here," the fat, odious man snapped, interposing
    his corpulent bulk between him and the storage room door. "Get out!"

    Severus had to admit that getting part of a memory to act as part of the mental
    defense was a good strategy. If the intruding legilimens was not careful, trying to
    banish the defensive elements could result in parts of the memory, or the entire
    memory cluster, being lost back to the occlumen's defenses. Still, Severus Snape was
    determined to find out what it was that Potter did not want him to see.

    "Get out of my way, Muggle," Severus ordered, brandishing his
    wand within the memory. Of course what he was holding was not really his wand, but
    rather a representation of his control of the magic he was using to invade Potter's
    mind.

    The man stumbled back, voice quieting under Severus's command even as the man's
    visage clearly became angrier. Severus strode forward again, but was met almost
    immediately by a pudgy boy and a severe woman who both wore cruel sneering
    expressions. There was something about the woman that felt alarmingly familiar, but
    Severus did not make the connection right away.

    "We don't want you here," the pudgy boy sneered. "Who'd want to speak
    to you?"

    Dudley Dursley, Severus understood from the memory. Interestingly,
    Severus could sense some small amount of fear, and strong dislike towards this aspect
    of the memory from Harrry Potter, though the feeling was carefully disguised. So,
    Potter did not like this cousin, and the feelings of antipathy were even greater
    towards the memory of the uncle. Severus smiled wanly. This information would prove
    useful in future encounters with the boy. A good lesson in why it is critical to not
    let any information slip unintentionally.

    And then the unpretty, horse-faced woman beside Dudley spoke with the sort of
    shrill, unpleasant voice that one never forgot. "Get out of here you freak! You
    and all your strange, unusual kind! You are nothing but a worthless burden!"

    Petunia. No, not Petunia Dursley as Potter projected in his memory of the
    woman, but Petunia Evans!

    Severus Snape reeled back, the shock of seeing and hearing Lily's sister again
    after all these years taking him unexpectedly, even if it was just in someone else's
    memories. Snape had never bothered to learn where Potter was being kept, and was
    shocked to know of the Headmaster's choice in the matter.

    And then Severus Snape was shocked again, this time at a presence behind him in
    the memory.

    "Unpleasant, aren't they."

    Potter. The boy had used the moment of confusion to assert control of the memory.
    Lucky, but not bad. Being able to recognize when an attacker lost focus and take
    advantage was a useful skill.

    The Muggle home, the unpleasant family, the door to the cupboard beneath the
    stairs, all of it vanished into the fog of recollection, and Severus Snape was left
    standing face to face with Harry Potter, those vibrant green eyes so much like Lily's
    boring into him. Despite himself, he was impressed.

    "You attacked me from behind, Professor, as I was leaving, " Potter accused.

    Severus sneered. "When the Dark Lord comes for you he won't be playing nice,
    Potter. He won't bow and let you take a few minutes to prepare yourself. It will come
    as a surprise. He will not need for you to look him in the eyes to invade your
    mind."

    Harry Potter smiled sardonically, and there was something chilling in that look
    that Severus had never seen before. "You're right, Professor. And if I thought you
    had invaded my mind like that in order to teach me, in order to prepare me, I would
    thank you. But since we both know that wasn't why you did it, I'm going to treat you
    the same way as you have just treated me."

    The gall of the boy! Severus lips twisted into a sneer. For Potter to believe he
    could threaten him, that after a mere year of training he had any chance against him?
    "The Headmaster may have seen fit to appoint you to teach as a junior faculty member,
    but—"

    Potter trained his wand on the him. "Legilimens!"

    Severus Snape found himself cast out of the boy's mind and just as suddenly he
    felt the familiar sensation of his own mind being invaded.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    "Rennervate!" Hermione said quietly as she pointed her wand at one of the
    students lying prone on the ground outside The Three Broomsticks. The
    Hufflepuff on the ground blinked her eyes open, gasping for breath before sitting
    up.

    "What's happening?" the frightened girl asked, looking fearfully around the now
    mostly empty street.

    "The Death Eaters have moved on," Hermione answered, "but we aren't safe. Three of
    them went into the inn while the others moved down the road. I think they are looking
    for something."

    After the initial mayhem, when the Death Eaters had arrived with curses that
    mostly just blew up a number of store signs and a few carts lining the street, the
    attackers had then targeted those in the vicinity with hexes and curses meant to
    create panic. Students were not spared, but it did seem that the group of robed dark
    wizards were at least showing restraint, and those in Hogwarts robes were generally
    being knocked out or paralyzed rather than hit with any of the nastier curses that
    the Death Eaters might have used.

    "What do I do?" the young girl asked, frightened. "Run back to Hogwarts?"

    It was Ron who answered. "Not a good idea, that," he commented with a shake of his
    head. "Seems there's a bunch more of 'em at Hogsmeade Station and watching that path.
    If you try to go that way you'll be hexed for sure. Or worse." There had been some
    sounds of spell battle from that direction, which was why Ron and Hermione hadn't
    gone that way for help themselves.

    Hermione nodded her agreement. "You should join the rest of the students across
    the street next to that white house." Hermione gestured to a spot across the street
    where two modest village houses met, forming a small alleyway. "Marcus Turner is over
    there, he's a Ravenclaw Prefect; he'll protect you until help arrives. Just remember
    what you've been practicing in Defense and you'll be alright."

    As the pair watched the last of the revived Hogwarts students run across the
    street to relative safety, they thought again if they shouldn't be doing the same
    thing and joining the other students there. It was one thing to practice magical
    combat with Harry and Sirius, but quite another to willingly take part in the real
    thing. They were too young for this.

    "Where are the aurors? Word has to have reached the Ministry by now!" Hermione
    groused. Ever since a trio of Death Eaters had entered the Three
    Broomsticks, Hermione had been anxiously awaiting the authorities so she could
    give them that information.

    Suddenly, a large, silvery-white form in the shape of a phoneix burst into the air
    before them and spoke in the voice of Headmaster Dumbledore: "Diagon Alley has
    been attacked by Death Eaters. Hogwarts faculty members should see to it that all
    students return to the castle immediately while I assist the aurors here. All other
    Order members, secure yourselves in your homes." With that, the silvery patronus
    flew on, disappearing in the same way it had appeared.

    "Well, that explains why there aren't any aurors here," Ron remarked.

    Hermione thought to herself, "What would Harry do?" Then she considered whether
    that was brave or foolhardy.

    "Alright, you're probably not going to like this Ron, but," Hermione pursed her
    lips, "I think we need to try to rescue the people in The Three
    Broomsticks." Perhaps a year ago Hermione would have considered the prospect
    foolhardy, but the last year she had learned more than just a little. There were
    certainly risks, but there was at least an equal chance of success—as long as none of
    the Death Eaters was actually Voldemort in disguise or something like that.

    "You're right," Ron nodded, "I don't like it and I'm pretty sure you're mental,
    but you're right. Nobody else is going to help." It wasn't Ron's first instinct to be
    brave, well except for if someone he cared about was in danger, then he'd charge in
    without a thought. But being around Harry had made him just that more willing to
    stick his neck out for strangers.

    Ron made ready to kick the door to the inn open, but Hermione grabbed his arm and
    pulled him back.

    "We'll go in after I send a message to Harry and the rest of the
    Order and let them know what's going on here."

    Ron's face reddened. "Right. Guess I'm probably more mental than
    you."

    "Expecto patronum!" Hermione uttered, thinking of receiving her first
    Hogwarts letter, Harry and Ron's friendship, and getting all O's on her exams. A
    bright warmth filled up her soul, all traces of fear and discomfort fleeing away as a
    white light emerged and a shining silvery otter appeared at her summoning. She
    whispered her message and watched as the patronus sped off to deliver it.

    "Ready, Ron?" Hermione asked as she took the lower angle, ready to duck under Ron
    and cover the opposite side of the room once inside. .

    He nodded and kicked the door in and the pair began hurling hexes at the exposed
    Death Eaters.

    "Petrificus Totalus! REDUCTO!"

    "Relashio! Stupefy!"
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    As Harry turned the connection of the mind magic between them back on his
    attacker, he felt the sort of mental resistance he had expected from the accomplished
    Occlumens. Harry pushed confidently forward, willing the same sort of embarrassing
    and vexing memories to materialize in Professor Snape's mind that professor had
    attempted to reveal with his own memories. Turnaround was fair play, after all, and
    Harry did need to give the man a reason to try his very best to keep him out. Severus
    Snape was certainly better at this than his godfather, but after having practiced a
    bit with Dumbledore, Harry was confident he could break through—

    And then he was inside the man's mind. The initial struggle had ended far faster
    than he had thought that it would. Harry narrowed his eyes in consternation, wary at
    how easy it had been. A memory materialized out of the mind fog:

    Two young men walked arm-in-arm down the halls of Hogwarts, laughing raucously
    at some joke only the two of them could know. One of them had unruly brown hair and a
    mischievous smile that looked entirely familiar.

    At first glance Harry thought he was seeing himself, but quickly realized the
    truth when the pair came to a stop just in front of the secret passageway that Harry
    knew, thanks to the Marauders Map, would lead them back to Gryffindor hall. It really
    was astounding how much that boy looked like Harry. The boy with the same messy brown
    hair, same lanky build, and same earnest face (except for the lack of a lightning
    bold scar on his forehead) could only be his father. The other teen was clearly his
    godfather, Sirius.

    Suddenly, another figure emerged from where it had been hiding, behind one of
    the many tapestries draped along the castle walls. Unmistakably, a much younger, but
    still pale and lanky Severus Snape approached the two with a sneer ready on his
    face.

    "Out for a stroll after hours, Potter? Black?" Snape drawled out, an
    unfriendly tinge to his words.

    "Not that it's any of your business, Snape," James Potter replied, a smirk on
    his face, "but we're just getting back from a meeting with the Headmaster. Feel free
    to go check with him if you don't trust us. Perhaps you can explain what you were
    doing hanging around this part of the castle so late yourself."

    Severus did not rise to the bait, but instead stalked around the pair, secure
    in his safety. There were many portraits there to witness any mischief the pair of
    Gryffindors might get up to, which was partly why he had chosen this spot to confront
    the two.

    "And what of Lupin?" Snape said, elongating the sound of the 'L' in the name,
    "Was he also at this meeting with the Headmaster?" At the pair in front of him's
    silence, Snape sneered, certain he had caught on to some scheme of theirs. "I find it
    curious that it is just the two of you together at this hour and even more curious
    that it is always Lupin who seems to disappear in the middle of the night."

    "Remus? He's probably already in bed, curled up with textbook," James
    laughed.

    "Don't try to deceive me, Potter!" Snape pounced, fully prepared for the
    prevarication. "I've suspected the three of you are hiding something for some time
    and I've had your common room spied upon while I watched out for your attempts at
    sneaking through the dark corridors! If Remus Lupin were in the Gryffindor common
    room, I would know it. When I find out what you three are all hiding, I'll see to it
    that you are all tossed out of school."

    Suddenly, Sirius Black was standing just a little in front of James, glaring
    balefully at Snape. "Careful there, Snivellus, that sounded like a threat." Severus
    Snape took a step back, unprepared for Black's sudden aggression. And then, seeing
    the other back off so easily, Sirius snorted in disdain. "If you care so much to find
    out, why don't you go look for yourself by the passageway near the Whomping Willow?
    Since you seem to know so much already."

    "Sirius!" James exclaimed, aghast at his friend's brazen revelation.

    It was James' reaction that sold it. Black was speaking the truth. Snape
    stalked off quickly, intent on catching Remus Lupin out red-handed.

    The memory fogged at this point, pitching forward. Harry followed as the younger
    version of Severus Snape literally ran across the open Hogwarts grounds towards the
    Whomping Willow. He watched a familiar scene play out as black robed man who would
    grow up to be his most despised teacher immobilized the large tree with a spell and
    opened the passageway. Harry tensed, already aware of what was about to happen.

    Severus tapped around the trunk of the tree until he found the knot that
    opened the passageway beneath. It was dark as he crawled into the hole, so he lifted
    his wand and used the lumos charm to light the way. As he stepped forward in the
    confined space, his eagerness slowly transformed into dread, a heavy foreboding
    sinking into his heart. And that's when he heard it. The breathing. Heavy, inhuman
    breathing.

    Something stepped into the passageway with him, and it was all Severus could
    do to not scream and run. It was all teeth, fur, claws, and feral eyes. Snape
    backpedaled, and the motion sent the creature after him with a snarl. In his haste to
    get back to the entry to the secret passage, Snape tripped.

    Just before the inevitable bloody biting and pain could occur, however, there
    was a sudden flash of brilliant white. The werewolf, illuminated clearly by the
    sudden light, flinched back. And then Severus Snape found himself jerked
    backwards.

    James Potter was standing there, having hauled Severus Snape out of harm's way
    by the arm, and now interposed himself between Snape and the werewolf. The Gryffindor
    gave him a cheeky grin.

    "Get out of here, Severus," the young wizard instructed, "I'll handle this."
    And there it was. James Potter had just saved his life. It was a relief, such a
    relief! But followed upon that, was shame, and hate. Utter hate. He could never
    recover from this humiliation.

    Severus crawled out from the hole as he heard James call to Remus Lupin the
    werewolf.

    Harry shook his head. Something about this wasn't right. It was a shameful memory,
    yes, but….it was as if this were being staged. Why this embarrassing memory
    instead of something from Snape's time with the Death Eaters? Surely there was
    something darker that Snape would feel guilty about. If Harry had uncovered this
    memory, why not something more incriminating from the former Death Eater's dark
    past?

    Suspicious, Harry rooted through the memory, checking for flaws or falsifications.
    He could find none. Harry probed to see if Snape's consciousness were watching,
    directing the memories from hiding. If the man were concealed within the mental fog
    Harry was confident he would discover the mind of the potions master. But nothing
    revealed itself.

    With a frown, Harry decided to move on. "What is it, Severus Snape," Harry mused,
    "that you most wish me not to know?"

    And so the dark passageway, the whomping willow, the werewolf, all faded into
    fog.
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    Ron and Hermione's opening salvo took the three Death Eaters by surprise.
    Hermione's first immobilizing spell was blocked clumsily by the robed wizard she had
    targeted, but her follow-up reductor curse blasted him, the table in front of him,
    and a number of chairs that had the misfortune of being placed nearby, straight into
    the wall of the inn. Ron's initial jinx, intended to relieve the witch he had
    targeted of her wand, instead forced her to drop the rope she had one of the inn
    patrons bound with, but Death Eater managed to put up a shield charm before Ron's
    stunner could take hold.

    The third Death Eater turned and fired a curse that missed, just wide of Hermione,
    leaving a scorch mark on the wall behind her. And then the battle was joined, the
    element of surprise gone.

    "Protego!" Ron put up a strong, wide shield, which Hermione quickly
    darted behind and from which she began rapidly firing hexes and jinxes at both of the
    Death Eaters. Ron's eyes focused in concentration as the dark witch and wizard they
    were facing sent a steady stream of destructive magic his way, but his shield
    held.

    "Oppugno!" Hermione's spell targeted the many empty bottles around the
    room, which suddenly all flew at the witch attempting to bash against her. The female
    Death Eater was forced to cease her assault on Ron's shield to defend herself with
    banishers and reductors or risk being bludgeoned and cut to death.

    The wizard beside the woman snarled, seeing his remaining companion forced onto
    the defensive. "Enough of this!" And then he pointed his wand, pure malice on his
    lips. "Avada K—"

    Ron dropped his shield and he and Hermione cast silent banishers at the robed man
    in perfect synch. The man doubled over and flew into the wall, to crash next to the
    first Death Eater. Powerful spells with long casting times were not always better
    than weaker hexes that could be cast nearly instantly.

    Then the pair turned to face the witch, who had just managed to blast the last of
    the flying projectiles from Hermione's spell into harmless bits. Just as the Death
    Eater opened her mouth to cast a spell, the table behind her transformed into a huge
    mallet that wasted no time bashing the witch over the head, sending her crumpling to
    the ground. Hermione looked at Ron. Ron looked at Hermione. Both shook their
    heads.

    "I dare say," Professor McGonagall called from the doorway behind them, "I had my
    doubts about supporting the Headmaster's decision to appoint Mr. Potter as an
    instructor, but I am a true believer now. The two of you managed to take down three
    adult wizards and witches," the Transfiguration teacher said with an incredulous
    shake of her head. "Fifty points to Gryffindor. Each."

    "Professor!" Ron and Hermione shouted in unison, relief at having an adult with
    them flooding the both of them.

    And then Hermione felt the need to correct her teacher, "Actually, professor, you
    were the one who defeated the witch."

    McGonagall waved her hand dismissively. "I took advantage of her being fully
    focused on you two, yes, but I have no doubt that you had it well in hand," the
    matronly witch complimented. "Unfortunately, I was not in a position to organize a
    withdrawal of the students when the initial attack came, but now that it is clear
    that the Headmaster will be otherwise occupied, I'm afraid it will be up to us to see
    to it that as few students are harmed as possible. I will need your help."

    Other than for the destruction of a table and a few chairs, the inn was relatively
    undamaged. There apparently were no casualties, either, as most of the patrons had
    chosen to duck down out of sight during the Death Eater's assault and then again
    during Hermione and Ron's fight with them. There were a few exceptions, though, with
    a few obviously stunned or petrified witches and wizards lying about the inn's main
    room. Then there was the one who had been tied to the chair. All of the stunned
    adults were quickly revived with the casting of rennervate and finite incantatem.

    "Professor McGonagall!" The witch who had been tied to the chair was now standing
    and coming forward. "Thank Merlin you and your students arrived when you did!" The
    witch pumped the hands of her rescuers vigorously. "Matilda Poffins," she offered her
    name to the two students. "If there's anything I can ever do for you…"

    Professor McGonagall was about to say something, but Hermione beat her to the
    punch. "Mrs. Poffins, do you know what it was that they wanted? Why were you being
    tied up like that?"

    "Oh, yes!" The woman nodded emphatically. "They're looking for someone from
    Hogwarts, as a matter of fact. They thought I fit the description. Imagine that!"

    "Who are they after?" Ron asked, his face turning anxious. He had too many family
    members who attended Hogwarts in Hogsmeade at the moment not to worry, even if the
    middle-aged woman looked very little like any of his family.

    Mrs. Poffins thought for a moment, racking her memory for the answer. "It was an
    'S' name. Cindy? Cynthia? Simba? Cymbal?"

    "It was Sybill," another voice offered. The proprietor of the inn, Ms. Rosmerta
    was just recovering from having been released from a body bind spell.

    Mrs. Poffins eyes lit up. "Yes, that was it! Sybill Trelawney, they said. They
    thought my glasses looked like hers."
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    It was a warm spring day, a day to be outside rather than cooped up in the
    castle even if the Ordinary Wizarding Level examination had just finished, and that
    was why young Severus Snape had his head down focused on the exam paper for the
    course, going over the questions to be certain he hadn't foolishly missed some aspect
    of a question. So engrossed was he with his paper that he had failed to see the
    Marauders, James Potter, Sirius Black, Remus Lupin and Peter Pettigrew hanging out
    about a beech tree situated next to Hogwarts lake just a short distance
    away.

    James and Sirius, the latter with a mean expression on his face, approached
    the oblivious Slytherin. Remus had remained at the tree, ostensibly reading over his
    own exam paper, but Peter was trailing behind, a look of fascination and anticipation
    on his already beady face.

    Harry watched with a sickening feeling as the Gryffindors approached Slytherin,
    unprovoked, and prepared to torment him. To bully him. James at least had a look of
    amusement, the same sort that Fred and George got just before pulling a prank, but
    Sirius was another matter. Harry could see the cruelty, and it reminded him more of
    either Dudley, Crabbe, and Goyle than the Weasley twins. And Harry had seen many
    times the look on Peter Pettigrew's face, too. That look anticipation was always on
    Piers Polkiss's face and the other hangers-on who travelled with "Big D". His father
    and his friends were bullies.

    "All right, Snivellus?" James inquired just as Severus Snape had stood up from
    the bushes where he had been seated. Harry recognized the bullying technique. It was
    a move designed to startle, to provoke a reaction that would "justify" whatever it
    was they were going to do. And it worked.


    Snape's reaction was instantaneous. He had no doubt what was to come, and so
    he spun, grabbing for his wand—but he was far too slow.

    "Expelliarmus!" James Potter called, the spell ripping the wand away
    from Snape and tossing it high and far away.

    Sirius Black laughed, and Snape dived for the wand, his only hope of fighting
    back and avoiding humiliation.

    "Impedimenta!" the disowned member of the Black family said, flicking
    his wand.

    Severus was caught in mid-air, his momentum nullified in the middle of his
    leap and he just hung there for a second. And now a crowd was gathering, as students
    from different years who had all had similar study ideas formed a circle to see what
    was going on as James and Remus advanced with their wands drawn. Even Remus had
    joined the spectacle, watching from the back.

    "How'd the exams go, Snivelly?" James asked, almost conversationally.

    "I was watching him," Sirius answered for him, Black's voice vicious. "His
    nose was touching the parchment! There'll be great big grease marks all over it. They
    won't be able to read a word!"

    James Potter grinned as at his friend as the gathered students laughed at
    Severus's plight.

    It was clear to Harry, as it had been to Severus, that the real animosity had
    always been from Sirius Black. James Potter went along with it for the sake of his
    friend. It was no excuse, though.

    Harry frowned as he continued to watch. There was something he was missing here.
    This was certainly embarrassing for Snape, but the focus of the memory seemed out of
    place considering what he had focused on finding. This was more about the follies and
    failings of his father and godfather than on Snape's pain. It was too perfect to be
    accidental. Once more, Harry scanned the memory, looking for flaws and for the
    presence of a consciousness directing what he was seeing.

    Snape struggled, unable to wriggle free of the spell holding him in place.
    "You wait! Just you wait!" Loathing, pure loathing roiled off of Severus so strongly
    that Harry could feel the younger man's feelings within the memory.

    "Wait for what?" Black asked, mockingly, "Are you going to wipe your nose on
    us?"

    And then Snape just snapped. He hurled every vulgarity he knew at the pair,
    mixed in with actual curses and hexes, though the latter lacked any magical power
    behind it being as Snape was without his wand and not capable of any wandless magic
    at this point.

    James Potter was not amused by Snape's dirty words or attempts at dark curses.
    "Wash your mouth out," he said, voice cold, no longer playing.
    "Scourgify."

    Harry could understand his father's reaction. Young Severus Snape might be excused
    for losing control, but the things he had said were offensive and evil. But what
    happened next was perplexing.

    Bubbles began emerging from Snape's mouth and he began choking as the spell
    forcibly scrubbed his mouth and throat, soap included. Slowly the impedimenta jinx
    wore off and Snape was able to slowly crawl his way forward towards his wand.
    Finally, he managed to get his hands on it and quickly muttered his newest spell
    creation, "Sectumsempra," and directed his wand back at his
    tormentor.

    A gash appeared on James Potter's face at which point he turned back to Snape
    and cast a spell that had the hapless young wizard suspended upside down by one foot,
    his robes falling down over his face exposing his underpants. Laughter.

    Harry shook his head. This was wrong. Not that the memory wasn't genuine, but it
    was being crafted. Directed. But from where?

    The memory froze in place while Harry searched. There was nothing in the
    environment of the memory, Harry was certain. Snape wasn't hiding out in the fog or
    standing invisibly out in the open. So then where….

    Harry whirled, his eyes scanning the crowd.

    "Very clever, Professor," Harry acknowledged, his eyes searching every person in
    the memory. "Camouflaging your consciousness within your memory." Harry skipped over
    the frozen form of Severus Snape. "You wouldn't want to relive this experience from
    your own perspective. Too humiliating, and too exposed. It would be the first place
    someone would look if they suspected."

    Harry examined the memory of his father, but nothing there seemed out of place.
    And then it came to him.

    "In the last memory, you were the werewolf, weren't you?" Harry rounded on the
    form of Sirius Black. "Weren't you, Professor Snape?" Snape was taking the role of
    his own deepest fear. Harry's wand was in his hand, pointing at his godfather's head,
    who suddenly groaned, his face contorting.

    And then there was a struggle, short and vicious as Severus Snape once more tried
    to throw the Boy-Who-Lived out of his mind.

    And failed.

    The consciousness of Severus Snape was forced to step forward, standing in his own
    memory yet fully within the power of the wizard-boy before him. Harry could feel the
    loathing of the man pouring off of him.

    "I'm sorry, Professor, but I have to be sure I've succeeded. You understand. I am
    going to be facing Voldemort, afterall."

    And then Harry concentrated. "Now, show me, Professor, what you were hiding from
    me."

    Some of the fog around the memory blew away, the parts of the memory Snape had
    wanted to keep from Harry now presented clear as day. Events replayed, the same yet
    with critical additions, revealing a group of young witches who had been by the lake.
    Snape had followed them, his attention focused on one of them.

    Lily Evans.

    Harry saw the missing pieces of the memory: Lily confronting his father,
    distracting him as she demanded James set Snape down. And then the moment when
    Severus Snape uttered the words he would regret for the rest of his life. "I
    don't need help from filthy Mudbloods like her!" And that look of deep hurt in
    her eyes. Severus, his true consciousness, almost wept there, reliving that
    moment.

    And then Harry relented.

    "So," Harry said quietly. "My mother."

    They were back in Severus Snape's office, the Defense Against the Dark Arts
    teacher on his knees, panting and out of breath.

    "You probably don't want to hear it," Harry added, "but I'm sorry for how you were
    treated. I know how that feels."

    "Out," Severus demanded.

    Harry nodded. He had learned much from this. More than he had expected. He
    wouldn't begrudge the man privacy to nurse his wounded pride and deal with long
    buried emotions.

    He was almost to the door when a silvery otter materialized within the room and
    spoke in Hermione's voice. "Hogsmeade is under attack by Death Eaters! The DMLE
    and the Headmaster are busy with a simultaneous attack at Diagon Alley. Alert the
    Order and send help!"
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    Professor McGonagall led Ron and Hermione out the front door of the inn under a
    disillusionment charm. Now that they had a good chance to look around, the amount of
    destruction they witnessed was appalling. Several homes and storefronts had their
    front walls blasted off. There were scorch marks all over the road and over many of
    the buildings.

    "Dear Merlin," McGonagall exclaimed.

    Ron spotted movement across the street between buildings and pointed it out to the
    others. Still under the Transfiguration teacher's disillusionment, the three made
    their way across the road to intercept. Wands out, they flanked the approaching group
    and emerged from behind the building in perfect position to score a surprise
    attack.

    Fortunately, it was a group of Hogwarts students and not Death Eaters. Of course,
    the students were frightfully startled by the sudden appearance of Ron, Hermione, and
    Professor McGonagall, but as soon as their surprise faded, the group was greatly
    relieved.

    "Miss Jones," McGonagall addressed the oldest student, a Hufflepuff, "Where are
    you going? What is happening on the other side of town?"

    Megan Jones caught her breath. "We're trying to get back to Hogsmeade Station. The
    Death Eaters, they came from all directions. I—I don't think they were aiming at
    students, but they were looking for someone, and going from store to store throwing
    curses everywhere. I was coming out of Gladrags when I saw a group apparate
    in near Dervish and Bangs, but then I heard screaming coming from down by
    Honeydukes."

    "Are any of the students hurt?" Hermione pressed.

    "No—no, I don't think so. Neville, Neville Longbottom told us to get in groups
    like in our DADA classes and stay together. So we did, and we've been blending our
    shield charms like Mr. Potter taught us, and it worked! We would have been hit by
    some of those curses if we hadn't been using it." The Hufflepuff was speaking all in
    a rush, the story gushing out without any need for more prompting. "Fred and George
    Weasley were leading students into Honeydukes, but soon a group of Death Eaters
    followed them in, so we hid around the back and tried to stay off the main
    street."

    Professor McGonagall comforted the rattled Hufflpuff, patting her shoulders. "You
    did well, Miss Jones, very well indeed. Just up ahead there's a group of students
    with Marcus Turner. Stay with him until help arrives."

    The group of students nodded and headed off, leaving Hermione, Ron, and their
    Transfiguration teacher standing together.

    "It sounds as if there are at least twelve Death Eaters up ahead," McGonagall
    noted. "It would not be wise for the three of us to try to take them on ours—"

    Suddenly, the sky above Hogsmeade darkened and a sickening hissing sound could be
    heard throughout the area. A gargantuan, spectral green skull formed in the air above
    the town with a vicious snake curling out from the open jaw of the apparition.

    The deputy headmistress gasped. "The Dark Mark! Oh, Light forbid something has
    happened to a student!"

    "Professor!" Hermione pointed down the street towards the other end of
    Hogsmeade.

    While still a fair distance away, it was clear to see that the Death Eaters had
    all converged at one point and now were formed into a line that stretched across the
    entire road. It was more than twelve. They had swept through Hogsmeade from both ends
    now were intent to return and inflict even more harm on the already terrorized
    community. The dark robed wizards walked in step, making it a point to send fire or
    explosions out towards what buildings had remained untouched as they passed, turning
    storefronts into messes of debris and homes into burning wrecks. There would be no
    hiding between buildings now.

    "Mr. Weasley, Miss Granger," Professor McGonagall said grimly, "get the students
    moving back towards Hogwarts. Fight through any smaller groups of Death Eaters if you
    have to, but get the students to safety."

    "But, Professor, what about you? What are you going to do?" Ron asked fearfully,
    as if he didn't already know the answer.

    "I'll hold them off while you get the group away from here. Now, go. I'll give you
    as much time as I can."

    And then the matronly witch stepped away from the two and bravely into the street.
    She cut a striking figure, with her back straight and her pointed hat looking like a
    regal crown. Professor McGonagall was everything a member of the Order of the Phoenix
    ought to be: Proud. Strong. Dedicated. Righteous. Determined.

    Tears rolling down her face, Hermione dragged Ron by the arm between the buildings
    to where the Hogwarts students had gathered between Hogsmeade resident's homes
    opposite the The Three Broomsticks. Marcus Turner gave the witch a nod when
    she arrived.

    "What's going on?"

    "Professor McGonagall ordered us to take the students to Hogwarts. She's…she's
    going to hold them off while we escape."

    There were whimpers and even tears from some of the gathered students, but the
    group followed Professor McGonagall's instructions, starting to head towards
    Hogsmeade station and the trail that would take them back within the bounds of
    Hogwarts' powerful protective wards. The older students had their wands out, ready to
    protect the group from what Death Eaters had remained behind at the station.

    Back on the street, the line of Death Eaters continued to advance in lockstep
    towards the solitary figure of Professor McGonagall who stood in their way. On seeing
    the defiant witch, the dark wizards had stopped their indiscriminate attacks and
    began marching straight for her. They were almost within hexing range, the whites of
    their masks beneath their hoods just becoming visible.

    And then there was the deafening sound of explosions from the direction of
    Hogsmeade Station followed by a rapidly approaching screeching sound that tore
    through the air. Everyone looked up in time to see a figure astride a broom approach
    at a speed one only saw at professional Quidditch matches. A flash of white shot
    forward from the approaching figure, strafing upwards to engulf the great green
    monstrosity that was the Dark Mark, which promptly exploded in a shower of golden
    light, leaving nothing of the skull or snake remaining.

    Then, before anyone could blink or act, the broom shot downwards towards the
    ground at breakneck speed, only to come to a sudden halt just before the rider would
    have impacted the ground. "CONFRINGO MULTA!" Harry Potter called
    with a broad sweep of his wand while simultaneously dismounting his Firebolt.

    Explosions rocked the line of Death Eaters. Those too slow to produce a shield
    were blasted back to crumple in heaps on the road, their robes and lower bodies
    charred from the blast. Those quick enough to put up a defense and those on the end
    who managed to dive out of the way were still scattered by the impressive spell.

    "It's Potter!" came a cry of fear and alarm.

    Harry's performance during his confrontation with Death Eaters and Voldemort in
    the Little Hangleton graveyard was clearly still in the minds of some of them. Harry
    smiled to himself. Considering how much progress he had made since then, he expected
    he'd be eliciting a lot more of those reactions after this encounter was over.

    "PROTEGO HORRIBILIS!" Harry threw a shield up wide enough to
    cover the entirety of the street, evidenced by the dark orange shimmer that briefly
    enveloped the protected area. Harry held his wand up, steady to maintain the shield,
    as he swiveled his head to look back to the deputy headmistress. "Sorry for arriving
    so late, professor. When I got out of the Hogwarts wards I found I couldn't apparate
    to Hogsmeade. The Death Eaters must have put up an anti-apparation/disapparition jinx
    once they started their attack."

    It took McGonagall a few seconds to get over being dumbstruck by the
    Boy-Who-Lived's sudden appearance. The Transfiguration professor had never been one
    to be awed by the fame or legend of her young student—she had after all seen him
    diapers and goofing off like a buffoon—but at this moment she could appreciate what
    it was for someone unaccustomed to being around the young hero to suddenly come face
    to face with a living legend.

    "That…that's quite alright, Mr. Potter. I shan't be deducting any points from
    Gryffindor for your tardiness."

    Several of the Death Eaters began recovering about this time and began trying to
    test the strength of Harry's barrier, but the shield held against their curses.

    Harry grinned, pleased that the normally straight-laced deputy headmistress could
    indulge in a little levity even in such a dire situation.

    "If you would, professor, please direct the students to make directly for the
    castle. Any Seventh Years with an apparition license should take a younger student by
    side-along-apparition to the path leading to Hogwarts. It will be safe there."

    "Are you quite sure you can hold them?"

    As if to accentuate her point, a golden hex penetrated Harry's shield just then,
    although passing through altered its direction, making it miss its mark badly. Harry
    wasn't worried, though. Every shield had a weakness to different kinds of curses and
    jinxes—this version would not let through anything with ill-intent, but gave scant
    protection against spells that would neither wound nor cause pain, such as the Fool's
    Luck curse that been sent his way. More importantly, there was more than enough room
    between him and his attackers that he had complete confidence in his ability to dodge
    anything that did make it through.

    "No worries," Harry beamed a smile and gave a Dumbledore-ish wink. "Besides, I
    won't be alone here very long."

    "You got that right, mate!" Ron's voice sounded out strong and sure as the
    ginger-haired wizard took a position on Harry's left and cast his own
    protego to reinforce Harry's spell, as well as augment the range of spells
    it would stop.

    "You didn't think we'd leave Harry here alone, did you, Professor?" Hermione
    chimed in, taking up the spot on Harry's right and adding a protego duo
    protection seamlessly into Harry's greater shield spell.

    "But—" Professor McGonagall began to protest, unwilling to leave her students to
    fight in her place, no matter how talented.

    "Go on, Professor, they can handle this. Besides," Harry added raising his left
    hand and snapping his fingers sharply, "help is already on the way."

    As Harry's finger snapped, there was a disproportionately loud cracking sound.
    Harry pointed in the air, sending red sparks up high above the town.

    CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

    The anti-apparition jinx down, three experienced duelists apparated into Hogsmeade
    under the cover of Harry's spell. Filius Flitwick dressed in his trademark suit and
    bow-tie arrived wand drawn and dueling cloak wrapped beneath his left arm. Septima
    Vector, clad in a deep red robe, arrived with anger flashing in her eyes, clearly
    unhappy that her students had been threatened. Lastly, Sirius Black appeared, having
    Floo'ed to Hogwarts as soon as he had heard of what had been going on.

    "Get the children out of here, Minerva," Sirius said insistently. "Harry and I
    will handle this."

    With this reassurance, the deputy headmistress moved to get the students to
    safety.

    The Death Eaters who had remained standing after Harry's initial offensive had
    continued to pepper the shield with hexes, curses, and jinxes—none penetrating once
    Ron and Hermione had arrived to shore up the protection with additional spells. With
    the new arrivals, the numbers on the either side of shield went down from 16:1 to
    closer to 3:1. However, the dark wizards and witches had regrouped, a trio of them
    beginning to attempt to sap Harry's shield with a ward-breaking charm.

    "Most impressive, Mr. Potter," Professor Flitwick said admiringly. "Fifty points
    to Gryffindor for superior spellcraft." The short, part-goblin wizard gave Harry a
    wink. "Of course you well know Muldoon's Axiom of Defensive Magicks."

    "It takes ten times the effort to maintain a spell than to destroy it." Indeed,
    Harry could quite literally feel the meaning of that particular magic principle at
    the moment, and was pretty certain this was not one of the made-up-principles one
    could just ignore. While he felt confident he could outlast any single Death Eater
    indefinitely, it was too much to ask to outlast all of them.

    Which was why, with that cue to his compatriots, Harry suddenly dropped the shield
    and immediately began hurling stunners and disarmers at the flat-footed Death Eaters.
    Several of the dark wizards went down to the coordinated offensive from the Hogwarts
    spell casters, unprepared for the sudden change from offense to defense. Those
    unfortunate enough to have been targeted by Harry were blasted backwards and rendered
    very unconscious. While the Death Eaters quickly resorted to the use of dark curses,
    even Unforgivables, the long practice between Harry and Flitwick and between Sirius,
    Harry, Ron, and Hermione lent them superior coordination. Within moments, six more of
    the dark wizards were out of the fight, while the Hogwarts side had yet to sustain a
    single casualty.

    They had pulled off the sort of maneuver that in most magical battles would have
    been decisive, the sudden evening up in numbers between sides as well as the
    overwhelming momentum all on one side would lead to complete collapse or induce one
    side to flee for their lives. Unfortunately, this moment coincided with the choice of
    a group of straggling Hogwarts students to try to make a break for it, leaving the
    cover of the village house where they had holed-up and running towards safety. For a
    couple of the more ruthless Death Eaters, this was an opportunity as they directed
    their curses towards the defenseless children. This forced the more skilled duelists
    to focus on deflecting spells away from the hapless students.

    Still, even with this malfeasance, it would have been a simple victory for the
    Hogwarts side if not for the fact that two of the students were hit with the
    impediment jinx halfway between two buildings. The pair was there, frozen in place as
    one of the Death Eaters, Thrfinn Rowle, closed the distance. Rowle was determined to
    make Hogwarts regret resisting the Dark Lord. They would mourn these pathetic
    mudblood lovers. he pointed his wand at them. "Avada Kedavra!"

    Time seemed to slow down for Harry Potter.

    This was not the first time he had seen the killing curse used since the death of
    his parents, but it was the first time there was no doubt in his mind that the curse
    would strike a living person. A green shaft of light emerged from Rowle's wand,
    beginning to streak towards Parvati Patil. She would die. Just like Harry's mother.
    Just like Harry's father. Just like all the many innocent people Voldemort had
    murdered.

    CRACK!

    Harry Potter appeared in front of Parvati a split second before the curse struck.
    Instead of her eyes going blank and lifeless, it was Harry Potter who felt the
    stinging pain of death as his soul was ripped—

    No.

    There was no way this little Death Eater, not even one of Voldemort's so-called
    Inner Circle, could kill him. He was Harry Potter, the Boy-Who-Lived. LIVED. Even
    Voldemort's killing curse hadn't taken his life, though that was more to do with his
    mother's sacrifice than his own budding magic, but still. It was absolutely ludicrous
    that this little man's curse would do what the strongest dark lord on record had
    failed.

    The battle froze for a second, all eyes on the form of Harry Potter falling to the
    ground in front of a stunned Parvati Patil and a younger Hufflepuff student.
    Hermione's voice hitched in her throat. Ron stared, disbelieving. Thrfinn Rowle
    grinned beneath his mask.

    And then Harry stood back up, shaking away the numbness that had stolen through
    his body before he had managed to will himself to reject the curse. Rowle's grin
    fell, replaced by a look of shocked horror. Harry's brilliant green eyes transfixed
    the man.

    "Oh, you are buggered now," Ron commented.

    Harry thrust his left hand forward, palm out as he whipped his wand around in his
    right and stabbed forward parallel with his hand. The sound of cracking thunder
    accompanied the gesture and every Death Eater still standing in Hogsmeade, shielded
    or not, was blasted backwards the length of three Quidditch pitches, their bodies
    spasming as the spell struck and continuing to contort until they landed in various
    states and positions.

    Nobody moved for twenty seconds. The Hogwarts witches and wizards were simply in
    shock at the spectacle of what had just happened. Harry was exhausted, having just
    fought of the killing curse for the second time in his life. Parvati Patil and the
    other student who had been jinxed couldn't move because of the still active jinx,
    though it was was quite unlikely they would have been able to in any event. And the
    Death Eaters who had been hit by Harry's spells wouldn't be getting up for a long
    time and would never walk right again.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    It should have been a happy time. Good had triumphed over evil. But back at
    Hogwarts, that was not the mood in the Great Hall.

    Harry Potter clenched his fists together and banged them on the table, eliciting
    looks of worry and sympathy around him. Everyone knew how he felt. Tears were falling
    down Hermione's face, though she tried to stop them, for the sake of her friends if
    nothing else. But it was Ron Weasley who looked the worst. He was gutted. His eyes
    were red from the tears he had shed since making it back to the castle and his head
    was hung low.

    Oh, his brothers and sister were fine. Fred and George were better than ever,
    having achieved a new status among many students: heroes. When the attack first hit
    the two had, after a brief moment of hesitation, let the school in on one of the
    secrets of their pranking success: the secret passage in Honeydukes which led to the
    castle. They had, at substantial personal risk, led at least a third of the students
    in Hogsmeade, including their baby sister, out through the secret passageway before
    Death Eaters had occupied the beloved magical sweets shop.

    In fact, miraculously, the students were, for the most part, fine. Between the
    Death Eaters not initially using dark curses and the quick actions of Ron, Hermione,
    and some of the school prefects, there were no casualties. Hogwarts students were
    lined up together in the Great Hall, prefects and Heads of Houses taking careful
    count of everyone. Several had been sent to Madame Pomfrey in the school infirmary to
    reverse the more lasting effects of stunners or mild hexes that a simple
    finite would not undo. But all the students were accounted for.

    The Hogwarts teaching staff had not fared quite so well. Professor Aurora Sinistra
    and Professor Burbage had both received curses severe enough to need a trip to St.
    Mungo's, but the staff was assured they would be fine. All the teachers had made it
    back.

    Except one.

    Cho Chang, one of the students left among the stragglers, was the one to give
    everyone the bad news. She had seen it.

    The Death Eaters had taken Professor Trelawney away via portkey just before they
    had set the Dark Mark in the sky.

    She was gone.
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    31. Mourning
  

  
    Chapter 28: Mourning

    Sybill Trelawney's body was found in the Hall of Prophecies within the Department
    of Mysteries deep within the Ministry for Magic building, The Daily Prophet
    reported a week after her abduction. How she got there, nobody knew, however the
    causes of her death were both well-known and the subject of much speculation.

    The former Divinations professor had been tortured, at length. The signs of damage
    from the cruciatus curse were all over her body, the DMLE's chief medi-witch
    examiner had explained. There were other signs of torture—stab wounds, magical burn
    marks, and several missing digits. Yet in the end, it was not the torture that had
    killed the seer, but rather the interaction of multiple curses which finally took
    Professor Trelawney's life. She had taken a prophecy from one of the shelves within
    the Hall of Prophecy, a prophecy which she had not made and of which she was not the
    subject.

    What was unclear was whether the sometimes batty witch had taken the wrong
    prophecy by accident, a theory loudly repeated by many of the Slytherin students, or
    if she had simply been ordered to take that prophecy or face more torture. Ron,
    however, had a different theory: she was under the imperius curse but
    managed to break it rather than take the prophecy Voldemort had ordered her to take.
    Unfortunately, unlike the torture curse, the imperius left no marks and was
    virtually undetectable.

    The funeral was held in Magical Cornwall, where the Trelawney family's ancestral
    home was located and where the family had traditionally been laid to rest. It was the
    first time in memory that the small magical community was protected by a large force
    of aurors, who had been dispatched to provide protection for the many Hogwarts
    students who were in attendance, along with many members of the school faculty. It
    was a somber ceremony, as befit such an occasion, with several members of the staff
    sharing in the responsibility of eulogizing the professor. While surviving members of
    her family were present, Professor Trelawney had not lived with them since she had
    begun her tenure at Hogwarts, and so it was Albus Dumbledore who had been asked to
    conduct the funeral.

    "Before I give the final remarks, Mr. Ronald Weasley would like to share a few
    words about the departed. Mr. Weasley," Dumbledore said by way of introduction.

    Ron, face long and expression grim, stepped to the podium, formal mourning robes
    making his pinkish-white skin and reddish hair all the more striking. "Uh, I'd like
    to thank everyone who already spoke. It was all really good stuff, so um,
    thanks."

    Harry, sitting in the front row with Hermione, noted how quiet and timid his
    friend's voice sounded in the large outdoor gathering. He nodded to his friend when
    Ron briefly looked to him for moral support, and then Harry surreptitiously pointed
    two fingers at his friend and made a circular motion with them, silently casting the
    sonorous charm on him.

    When Ron started again, his voice filled the whole area. "Professor Trelawney was
    my mentor. She taught me more than any other teacher at Hogwarts, and that's really
    saying a lot. No knock against you Professor McGonagall, or Hagrid," Ron said as he
    pointedly looked over at where the staff had gathered. "I've learned loads about
    magic from all of you. And you wouldn't believe how much I've learned from my best
    mates. Hermione is bloody brilliant, and Harry…well, you all know he's Harry Potter,
    so I guess you probably all understand.

    "But that just shows you how much Professor Trelawney taught me, ya know, because
    as much as I learned from all of you lot, Sybill Trelawney taught me the most," Ron
    continued. "She was a brilliant seer, you guys just don't know. You can't understand
    what it's like." The red headed Weasley paused a second, trying to think of some way
    to explain to the crowd her influence on him. "There's just so much to Divinations
    that only someone with the Sight can really get, and Professor Trelawney helped me so
    much with that.

    "But that's not all she did." Ron shook his head, tears starting to moisten his
    eyes, threatening to unman him in front of the gathered crowd. "Professor Trelawney
    taught me so much not just about being a seer, but being a good wizard and a good
    man. To be responsible. To be careful. And most of all to be humble with the gift I
    have. Now, now she's taught all of us something about sacrifice—" Now the tears
    really started pouring down his face, unable to continue Ron covered his face and
    stepped down from the podium and rejoined his friends, who quickly wrapped him in a
    hug and patted his shoulders.

    With that, Dumbledore once again stood up, this time to give his own remarks.
    "Thank you Mr. Weasley. I cannot think of a better tribute from a student, and truer
    words could not be spoken. She indeed taught all of us here about sacrifice."
    Professor Dumbledore held up a silver prophecy ball, leading many of those present to
    gasp. "It is well known that Professor Trelawney died over a prophecy, that she gave
    her very life in the Hall of Prophecies to keep one of these from those who tortured
    and killed her, that she resisted them until the very end. But what you may not know
    is that Sybill Trelawney knew the Death Eaters were going to come
    for her. She did not know where or when, but thanks to a prophecy
    heard by many, which Mr. Weasley graciously retrieved for Department of Mysteries for
    all of our benefit, Professor Trelawney was prepared to face the coming danger with a
    stout heart. Full knowing she was the target of the Death Eaters, she sacrificed her
    own chance to escape to ensure that those students under her care would make it to
    safety."

    Ron looked up at the prophecy ball in Dumbedore's hands and went even whiter than
    he had been before. "It's all my fault," he whispered, much to Harry and Hermione's
    alarm.

    The rest of the gathered mourners, however, had a very different reaction. A
    solemn silence fell over them, and the gathered crowd looked up to where the seer's
    body was laid out, light from the casket illuminating her features into a beautiful
    repose.

    "Sybill Trelawney had a rare gift and a rare heart," Professor Dumbledore said
    after solemn moment. "She lent her Sight to the world through her prophecies and
    predictions. She shared her insights with students through her classes and
    mentorship." At that, Dumbledore glanced meaningfully over towards Ron Weasley. "And
    she gave her life in defense of life and light. May we all follow her example, so
    that when we all eventually join her in the next great adventure in the Beyond, she
    will be proud of us all."

    With that, one by one, the present witches and wizards each raised their wands
    into the air cast a lumos charm, and said goodbye to the Divinations
    Professor.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Bang. Bang. Bang.

    "Go away, Hermione!" Ron yelled in response to the insistent knocking on the
    Divination classroom door.

    The red-headed wizard had taken to locking himself in the classroom to get away
    from his two best friends. Hermione had been relentless in trying to cheer him up
    after the funeral for Professor Trelawney, constantly putting comforting hands on his
    shoulders and saying how she was "there" for him. Harry was not much better, with his
    sympathetic looks and reassurances.

    Didn't they understand he deserved to be depressed? Of course they didn't. They
    were both too good and nice to understand his feelings.

    Bang. Bang. Bang.

    "Harry? Go away if that's you. I don't want to be cheered up."

    There was a soft click and the door he had locked swung open.

    "Harry! I said—" the words died on his lips.

    "I hope that I am welcome in this classroom, Mr. Weasley," Albus Dumbledore's
    kindly voice chided as the white bearded wizard strode calmly into the room.

    "H-H-Headmaster," Ron stuttered in surprise. "I didn't know it was you."

    "Mr. Potter and Ms. Granger expressed some concern about your state of mind,"
    Dumbledore explained as he walked around the round tables and made his way over to
    where Ron was seated, a scattering of upturned teacups and crystal balls set in front
    of him along with several old and dusty reference books open to particular pages.
    Dumbledore noted with a glance each focused on portents of doom and punishment as he
    took a seat beside the young wizard.

    "I'm sorry, Professor, I didn't mean for you to have to bother with me. I'll go
    back to the dorms."

    "That will not be necessary," Dumbledore said, raising a hand to forestall the
    young man from immediately packing up his stuff. "This is, after all, your classroom
    now. You have every right to occupy this space, so long as you continue to perform
    the duties of Divinations instructor. I'm sure that Professor Trelawney had great
    faith in your ability to take up her duties." The Headmaster noted the way Ron
    Weasley flinched upon hearing that name. "However, I would be remiss in my
    duties if I did not see to the needs of a student and member of my staff."

    "Look, Professor," Ron wouldn't meet Dumbledore's gaze. "I don't think I can do
    this… I… I'm just not cut out to be a teacher."

    "Few of us are," Dumbledore said with a bit of a twinkle in his eyes. "Magic is a
    very personal thing, and much of what we do as 'professors' of magic is to show each
    other the possibility of what we can do with our gifts and it is up to the
    student to find the internal how of it from our inexact descriptions and
    theories. This is undoubtedly particularly the case with Divinations." Albus
    Dumbledore thought back to his many years as a teacher with a rueful shake of his
    head. "Alas, we are all that young witches and wizards have to look to as
    examples."

    Ron frowned. "But I'm not even an adult yet," Ron complained. "It was really all
    Professor Trelawney who did the teaching. Me…I just…"

    Dumbledore put a hand on Ron's shoulder reassuringly. "We will all miss Sybill,
    but I can assure you that she had the greatest confidence in you. Professor
    Trelawney's reports on you as an assistant instructor were glowing, some quite
    literally, although that may have been due to a rather amusing prank from your
    brothers. Regardless, she was quite clear that you are fully qualified both as a seer
    and as an instructor—she made sure she taught you as much as she could."

    Ron pulled away from the Headmaster's kindly touch, looking away from the kindly
    man. "But that's just it. I didn't deserve her trust. I'm responsible for her
    death!"

    Dumbledore paused at that outburst, his eyebrow twitched upwards inquiringly. "Oh?
    How is that, Mr. Weasley?"

    Albus Dumbledore had just given him the perfect invitation to express all his
    doubt and self-recrimination over Trelawney's death. So, Ron obliged him.

    "It was my prophecy!" Ron moaned, finally meeting Dumbledore's eyes. "I said she
    was going to be attacked by Death Eaters, and that they'd set the Dark Mark. She was
    tortured!"

    "And what makes you think that was your fault?" the Headmaster asked mildly.

    "Because I knew!" Ron said. "Merlin help me, I knew!" Ron began to breakdown, the
    tears he had held back at the funeral coming out now. "When I almost got Harry killed
    I really didn't know better; I thought it was just luck. But after the Department of
    Mysteries there was no excuse, but I did it anyway. I made a prophecy, knowing it
    could really happen, and Professor Trelawney died. Because of me!"

    "I see," Dumbledore said, fixing his piercing blue eyes on Ron.

    After a minute of sobbing, Ron looked up. "Aren't you going to try to tell me it
    wasn't my fault, cheer me up, or some rubbish like that?"

    The Headmaster shook his head. "No, Mr. Weasley, I will not." The Headmaster
    pulled his wand from this sleeve, then flicked his wrist. "Manicis vulcanum"
    he said simply.

    The grief-stricken look on Ron's face was replaced by puzzlement. A pair of
    manacles had appeared around his wrists, locking his arms together. Dumbledore had
    risen from his seat beside the young Weasley and stood over him.

    "Please, Mr. Weasley, come with me."

    Shocked, Ron rose to his feet. "Where are we going? What are you doing?"

    "Oh, I'm taking you to Azkaban," Dumbledore replied as if it were the most natural
    thing in the world. "You are an admitted murderer and I am the Chief Warlock of the
    Wizengamot. It is my duty to make sure you are punished for your crime. Now, come
    along."

    "What?" Ron asked stupidly, mouth agape.

    "You are responsible for the death of Sybil Trelawney," Dumbledore said. "You
    admitted as much."

    "But, wait," Ron protested. "I didn't want her to die! I wasn't trying to get her
    killed or anything! It's not like I murdered her!"

    "Isn't it?" Professor Dumbledore asked coolly. "You did make a prophetic
    pronouncement fully knowing the nature of prophecy, did you not?"

    "Well, yeah."

    "And you did so in front of a large crowd of people, in Madame Pudifoot's tea
    shop, isn't that right?"

    "Right, but Professor Trelawney asked me to do it! It was part of my
    training!"

    The manacles around Ron's wrists vanished as did all of Dumbledore's pretense of
    taking Ron to Azkaban.

    "Exactly, my boy," Dumbledore said, the warmth and kindness returning, now coupled
    with a directness and an earnestness that had not been there before. "This was
    not your doing. You did not put the wands in the hands of the Death
    Eaters and send them to attack Hogsmeade. This was not a plot of your making, nor was
    it even your idea to take what little part you did in Professor Trelawney's death.
    This is not on you."

    The sudden reversal had Ron reeling, unprepared for the truth to hit home.

    "But…why then?" Ron demanded. "Why did it have to happen at all? Why did she have
    me give that prophecy publicly?"

    Dumbledore nodded. "I suppose you deserve this answer, Mr. Weasley, but this is a
    dark and dangerous secret, one now known only to myself, and now Harry and you."
    Dumbledore waited for Ron to give a nod of understanding before continuing. "It was
    inevitable that Tom Riddle, the wizard you know as Voldemort, would go after Sybill.
    Once we began spreading rumors designed to pique his interest in her prior
    prediction, it was only a matter of time before he would send his Death Eaters for
    her to attempt to pry it from her mind."

    "Then why did she need to make a prophecy to cause this to happen if it were
    already going to happen?"

    "For one, there was a chance that Voldemort would target Harry—attempt to force
    him to retrieve the prophecy from the Department of Mysteries. We could not let this
    succeed, for several reasons. Yet, it is critical that Voldemort covet the prophecy.
    Your prediction not only helped control the target of Tom Riddle's attack, it worked
    to reinforce his desire for it. It very brilliantly advanced our cause against our
    enemy."

    Ron worked through the plan, his mind quickly catching onto the strategy elements.
    "Right, Forten's principles," Ron nodded. "But…why did she have to die?"

    Dumbledore looked sadly at Ron. "She did not, and thanks to your careful word
    choice in your

    prediction, whether you knew it or not at the time, you gave Sybill a fair chance
    at survival. In fact, had she done as the Death Eaters had demanded of her and
    retrieved the prophecy for them rather than fighting the curse, she most likely would
    have lived."

    Ron's eyes opened wider. "She wanted to increase the effect of her prophecy—so she
    died to stop the Death Eaters from getting it, so that when they do get it, the
    effect will be maximized."

    Dumbledore nodded. "As you can see, it was neither your words nor your plan which
    led to the death of Professor Trelawney. It may be difficult to let go of your guilt,
    but I can assure you, that is what Sybill would have wanted."

    For a second time tears began to stream down Ron Weasley's face. "I think I get it
    now, what it takes to be a seer."

    "If all seers were like Professor Trelawney I think we could use many more of them
    in the world. She was no less than a hero." Dumbledore suddenly looked up. "Now, you
    have a couple of friends waiting outside the door, anxiously hoping you will let them
    come in and comfort you."

    Ron wiped his tears and nodded as the Headmaster got up to leave the room. Harry
    and Hermione were in the room before Dumbledore had even left. Released from his
    guilt, the young Weasley could finally look at them and see how very lucky he was to
    have them. As he hugged them close, he looked over at a newspaper clipping about
    professor Trelawney up on the Wall of Weasley.

    He vowed there and then to be like his teacher, to use his gift to protect his
    friends.
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    Author's Note: This was originally meant to be part of the last
    chapter, but it got…pretty dark. So, I took it out and left what happened to
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    Omake: Trelawney

    

    When Sybill Trelawney heard the pops around Hogsmeade, she first thought it was
    one of the Weasley twins' many fireworks related pranks and was rather eager to see
    what the pair had come up with this time. All the faculty secretly enjoyed their
    antics, with the possible exception of Severus Snape and maybe Professor Binns, the
    latter of whom was dead and the former being absolutely obnoxiously dreary in his
    eternal angst over whatever it was that had stolen the man's soul.

    But, alas, it was Death Eaters come to torture her for information and probably
    kill her.

    Ahead of schedule, but within reason.

    There was, she had to admit, a pretty big part of her that was terrified of what
    was about to happen. In fact, she half hoped that Albus Dumbledore, Harry Potter, or
    even Merlin himself would show up and fix everything without her needing to go
    through with this, though she could be fairly confident that while this was a
    Powerful!Harry story, no such shenanigans would be occurring. But, when the
    Death Eaters started targeting those students who lacked the sense to get hidden, she
    made her decision.

    It was show time.

    "YOU ARE IN GREAT DANGER!" Sybill Trelawney shouted as she stepped out from behind
    the disillusionment veil she had put up. Then she threw out some of the nastiest
    curses she knew.

    "Testiclum calcitrare!"

    "Teletubi observus infinitum!"

    "Gingivitis halitosis iracundior alvus syndrome!"

    Sybill had never been a powerful witch. She knew that, and knew that knowing that
    made it all the much more so, and even knew that she knowing she knew just made it
    all the more silly that she was not stronger. But that didn't mean that her spells
    wouldn't hurt if someone wasn't expecting them. She was a witch.

    One Death Eater grabbed his crotch and doubled over, eyes bugging out. Then his
    eyes bulged again when the curse "kicked" in again. That one was likely buggered
    until one of his fellow fiends used finite on him.

    "My eyes!" another one cried. "Someone blind me, please!" Trelawney grinned to
    herself. A hundred hours of the most inane and boring nonsense the Muggles had ever
    devised repeated over and over, but experienced as if every second was a day. It was
    the only curse she had ever invented herself.

    The third shouted, "That's the one the Dark Lord wants, get—" but everyone around
    him started backing away and nobody heard what he was going to say next due to a
    rather loud flatulent sound that he made. He would reek for days, even after the
    curse was reversed.

    "Look everyone," a pretty dark-haired Ravenclaw student said with a thick Scottish
    brogue, "Professor Trelawney has come to save us!"

    Ah, yes, Cho Chang, the girl who in some other future would have been Harry
    Potter's girlfriend. Unfortunately, Trelawney thought, as she was viciously stunned
    by the five Death Eaters she hadn't managed to curse, The Pillars of Fate were
    entirely against a Charry pairing and the best the girl could hope for in
    most worlds was to be a minor part of an improbable harem. In this world, she was
    relegated to being little more than a side character.

    Then everything went black.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Dressed in the dark robes of the Death Eater cult, Simon Crumb, Walter
    Erstwhistle, and Danni Blackwater watched with curiosity as the batty witch, trussed
    up with an incarcerous spell, opened her eyes blearily and tried to look
    around the room in which she was held. The Dark Lord had tasked them with preparing
    their captive for when he would interrogate her.

    There was no need for them to wear their masks, and so the witch could make out
    their identities without any difficulty. Crumb had been one of Trelawney's students,
    the other two Death Eaters had either graduated before her hiring or had taken other
    electives. He was going to enjoy torturing his former professor before sending her in
    to the Dark Lord. Or so he thought.

    "Well, well, well," Crumb drawled, "what do we have here?"

    The Divinations teacher blinked. Twice. She seemed oddly serene for someone who
    had to know that she was about to be tortured and most likely murdered.

    "Oh yes, you're right," she said, leaning as far forward as she could, given her
    bindings. Her eyes magnified behind her large framed glasses, giving Crumb a close up
    look at them. "There is something special here," she said with a
    nod. "The Pillars of Fate have affixed grave import to this moment…"

    "What's she babbling about?" Erstwhistle spat the question.

    Crumb rolled his eyes, turning his head to address his fellow Death Eater. "She's
    doing her prediction mumbo-jumbo, the senile hag. Now listen, here—"

    When he turned back, Trelawney was out of her chair, directly in his face, her
    eyes staring wildly at him, a single finger pointed to an oddly shape mole on his
    cheek. "The tip of a dagger," she mused, drawing out her words, "pointed at the tip
    of your nose…YOU ARE IN GRAVE DANGER!"

    "Merlin!" Blackwater screeched, the Death Eater witch shocked as much as Crumb
    was. "Ow'd she get out of 'er binds? She got no wand on 'er!"

    After staggering back a step, comical given his Death Eater attire, Simon Crumb
    pulled his wand and pointed it at Trelawney's throat. "What are you on about, you
    batty witch?! Stay back!"

    The Divinations professor gave the robed wizard a bemused look. "Can you not see,
    Simon Crumb? It's calling…the BEYOND!" Trelawney threw her arms out in a wide
    gesture. "But then, I suppose not. You never did have the sight," she tutted.

    Crumb took a hesitant step backwards from the wildly gesticulating witch.

    Erstwhistle chuckled darkly. Not at all impressed, he took a menacing step towards
    Trelawney, wand held at his side. "So, if you could see the future so much better
    than Crumb here, tell me, what's going to happen to you?" Time to put the fear into
    her.

    Unfortunately, she seemed not to have any. "Oh, I'm going to die," Professor
    Trelawney said, almost cheerfully. "But…not here. Somewhere else. It will be
    dreadful, yes, but no less than I was expecting. What will happen to you, on the
    other hand…my, that…that is interesting."

    Erstwhistle laughed again. "Let me guess. I'm going to be eaten by a dragon. Or
    trampled by a beast. Or—"

    "You will betray the Dark Lord," Trelawney said knowingly. "Or…he will betray you.
    I'm not really clear on which will be the one doing the betraying."

    Danni Blackwater sucked in her breath.

    Erstwhistle went pale, all his bluster gone in an instant, his eyes darting to his
    two companions and the door that led into the next room. "No, no way. You take that
    back! I have been loyal!" Erstwhistle was not afraid of superstitious nonsense, but
    he was smart enough to be afraid of the man in the next room.

    Professor Trelawney turned her attention to the female of the group. "Oh dear,
    what dreadful news."

    "What?" Blackwater demanded, "what about me, huh?"

    "Not about you, dear," Trelawney replied, "you are the one who will
    bear the dark news to your master. I'm afraid he will not be very
    pleased."

    "Just shut-up!" Crumb yelled. "Don't listen to her! She's just spouting lies and
    nonsense, that's all she does!"

    "Tsk, tsk," the Divinations professor continued, turning back to her one-time
    student. "Of the three of you, it is you, Simon Crumb, whose fate is the darkest."
    With that, Trelawney's eyes turned milky white. "The dagger that was pointed
    at you poised to strike. The Dark Lord's doom is nigh. When the—"

    "I said to shut up!" Crumb snarled. "Diffindo!"

    A wide cut opened on Trelawney's cheek, blood splattering on a portrait behind
    her.

    She placed her hand on her face she staggered back, then turned her head and
    looked at the splatter of blood on the wall, the brief moment of shock quickly giving
    way to wide-eyed wonder. "Oh look a red moon, a blood moon! Portent
    of doom, of the end!" The witch turned and looked at Crumb with a pitying gaze. "Oh
    dear poor man, you have done it now. The fates are fixed, and as my blood was
    spilt by you, so too will your life end."

    "SHUT UP! Crucio!"

    Sybil screamed.

    The door to the Dark Lord's chamber flew open and a cold voice called from the
    next room. "Blackwater!"

    Danni Blackwater ran to the voice, glancing back as she went through the door.
    Quickly she moved to kneel before Voldemort. "Master…I…."

    "What is happening to our guest?" Voldemort's red eyes bored into hers.

    "She was talking too much! About a bunch of prophecy nonsense. So Crumb shut 'er
    up, my Lord."

    "What did she say?" Voldemort hissed.

    Danni Blackwater tried to explain it. Tried to tell how their captive was acting
    all weird and crazy, but Voldemort just didn't have the patience. So, he took the
    memories from her mind.

    Danni Blackwater screamed.

    Voldemort wasted no time. He strode into the anteroom where his servants were
    supposed to be preparing the Hogwarts professor to see him, to impress on her how the
    only possible course of action was to give him what he wanted, and took in the scene.
    Instead of finding cunning servants and a pliant victim, he found a fool standing
    over her screaming form.

    "DOOM IS NIGH! DOOM IS NIGH!" Trelawney screeched out
    through the pain.

    Before the idiot even managed to speak a word Voldemort slashed his wand and
    sprayed the wall with the man's blood. The Hogwarts teacher went silent as the pain
    curse ended.

    Voldemort's eyes blazed. "I did not tell you to harm her, you
    fools!"

    Danni Blackwater stumbled back into the room where her eyes were fixed onto the
    blood stain behind Crumb's body. "Blood moon," she muttered, pointing up at the wall
    where the splash of blood from Voldemort's curse matched that from Trelawney's
    wound.

    Voldemort frowned as he looked down from the wall to the quivering woman.

    Walter Erstwhistle looked at the blood and then back to Voldemort and the
    credulity in his eyes. Merlin's beard, the Dark Lord believed what she had said. "Oh
    hell, no!" Walter disapparated, not waiting around for what could only happen next if
    the man thought he'd betray him.

    When Professor looked up, her eyes were milky white, and she began to speak.
    "Your doom is nigh."

    Voldermort turned to the voice and found himself transfixed by the wide-eyed,
    pupiless stare of his prisoner. Somehow, she was up again after being subjected to
    one of the Unforgivable curses, her finger pointing at him.

    "Oh, I think not, Sybil Trelawney, I think not," Voldemort sneered. "It is my
    ultimate triumph that approaches." Whatever she saw, he could conquer. Even death
    would not hold him.

    The witch coughed, shook her head, the milky-white of her eyes fading back to
    their natural color. Trelawney gave him a puzzled look. "You think not? What are you
    talking about? Where are my glasses, I can't see anything! Boy! Bring me my
    spectacles!"

    The woman had clearly been addled by the torture. Perhaps a soft approach would
    work here.

    "I am so sorry, Sybil," Voldemort said with a silky voice. "It was never my
    intention for you to come to harm." He looked down on her with his deep red eyes,
    only to find that she had looked to the side. "I only want to ask you to repeat your
    prophecy to me, the one you told Albus Dumbledore that night in 1980 to get you the
    post you have now. Tell me that, and you may go." Voldemort was confident in his
    persuasive powers, especially when it came to susceptible women.

    He was about to be disappointed.

    Professor Trelawney smiled. "I have seen how this will end, and it will not be
    with me alive or with you knowing the prophecy."

    "We'll see about that," the Dark Lord sneered as his eyes bored into hers and his
    mind tore into her thoughts. Through the fog, the images came, as did the voices.

    

    He was walking in the Forbidden Forest outside of Hogwarts. You
    are in grave danger! A unicorn horn speared him from behind.

    Your doom is nigh.

    

    He was in a library, looking through a book of spells. It's
    coming!Something dark! The ink from the page
    grabbed his hand, covered him despite his struggles. The blackness swallowed his body
    and finally entered his eyes.

    Your doom is nigh.

    

    Voldemort tried to focus his mind, and the images faded. He found that could
    peruse Trelawney's memories of teaching, of eating dinner, even her childhood…now,
    for the prophecy—

    He was standing on a Muggle street in London. Terrible. Dreadful.
    Horrible. There, within the gutter, there was
    a pale white face, greedy eyes. He tried to turn away, but against his will he walked
    towards it, as it opened its mouth impossibly wide.

    Your doom is nigh.

    

    He was surrounded by darkness, no light could be seen in any direction. But
    there was a sound, a thudding horrendous sound coming closer. It's the
    Grim! He ran, but it came closer and closer. He could feel its breath on
    his neck. And suddenly something was grabbing him, pulling him, tearing into
    him!

    Faster and faster the images came. Too fast! To many!

    Your doom is nigh.

    

    He was staring at himself as he used his mind magic on Sybil Trelawney. She
    was transfixed by his red eyes, but she was looking somewhere…beyond.
    Doom. Doom. Doom. It was all in her eyes…Voldemort found himself
    being pulled into those eyes…into the nightmares of an endless variety of
    deaths…

    Your doom is nigh.

    

    After 20 seconds, Voldemort screamed and broke eye contact.

    "My lord?" Danni whimpered. "Are—are you alright?"

    With a snarl, he whipped out his wand and crucioed the Death Eater. She
    screamed, satisfyingly.

    Then he turned his spell on Trelawney. She screamed. But it was not
    satisfying.

    "DOOOOOOOM! DOOOOOOM! DOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!" she screamed the
    words out as she was tortured.

    He held the curse a few moments before relenting. He couldn't stand the sound of
    that screeching! He stood with his back to his defiant victim as he composed
    himself.

    "You will never get that prophecy, Voldemort," Trelawney said from behind
    him, her body shaking from the effects of the curse.

    There was a pause, and then Voldemort turned towards her, his snake-like visage
    cocked to the side. "Oh, but I will, Sybil. And it will be you who will get it for
    me."

    Imperio.
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    Chapter 29: Dragon Balls

    

    The second time Harry Potter attended a meeting of the International Confederation
    of Wizards, he was much better prepared for the experience. When the public "minutes"
    of the meeting were proposed, he voted to accept them without question and was much
    better informed about the various initiatives within the ICW and had a good idea
    about their true purposes. While there were still a few dull stretches where members
    debated rather blasé minutia he just couldn't force himself to care about in the
    slightest, for the most part Harry was able to give the meeting his full attention
    and occasionally even offer his perspective as a student.

    The ICW delegates were meeting in a small manor house overseeing a bit of
    farmland, one of several such properties that supplied the Hogwarts kitchen with the
    raw ingredients that would be used in their regular meals. Unlike Hogwarts, which was
    Unplottable, could not be Apparated to, and was heavily warded against unauthorized
    entry, the manor was easily accessible by portkey and a convenient apparition point
    that bypassed the wards on the farmland itself. The members were seated around a
    large table,

    The topic Harry found the most interesting was that of curriculum reform. After
    spending untold hours studying as hard as his brain would allow for the last three
    years, he was now to the point where he could hold an intelligent conversation with
    Hermione on almost any subject in Charms, Defense, and was making great strides in
    Transfiguration. Now that he had started teaching, Harry was looking at the
    instruction of magic from a whole new perspective and found the ramifications of
    various magical theories on what a person would believe was possible and not possible
    to be fascinating. So, when the issue of updating the NEWT curriculum was brought up,
    Harry wanted to make a suggestion.

    "Professor Dumbledore," Harry said, his hand raised.

    "This isn't Hogwarts, boy," Magnus McGuff barked, "Ya don't need ta raise yer hand
    and ya don't call the Supreme Mugwump 'professor' either."

    Harry's face flushed. He'd never met McGuff before. The last meeting had been a
    more international affair, with representatives from several other countries in
    attendance. This was a wholly local meeting, with all members coming from England,
    Wales, Scotland, and Ireland. The Irish delegates had made it a point to remind
    everyone that they were not subject to the British Ministry of Magic, even though
    those in Northern Ireland were part of the United Kingdom as far as Muggle politics
    were concerned. There was a bit of animosity there that Harry didn't know the history
    of.

    Harry was about to correct himself when Albus Dumbledore cleared his throat before
    speaking.

    "While it is true that we are not meeting on Hogwarts grounds itself, I feel I
    would be remiss if I did not point out to the Irish delegate that this land is owned
    by the school, passed on from the Founders, and so in a sense, this is Hogwarts.
    However, you are correct that it is not entirely proper for Mr. Potter to address me
    as 'professor' outside of the school."

    For the second time in as many seconds, Harry felt chagrined, and was about to
    apologize when Dumbledore turned to him directly, eyes twinkling.

    "Harry, of course, has earned the right to address me as Albus when outside of
    Hogwarts. So, there is no need to address me as Headmaster, Professor, or Chief
    Mugwump except in more formal settings. I look forward to hearing Mr. Potter's ideas.
    I suggest we all listen and consider them carefully." The last part was said to the
    group as a whole, Dumbledore fixing those in attendance with a knowing twinkle.
    "Harry."

    Harry couldn't help it. He broke out in a brilliant smile. "Thank you… Albus."
    Turning to address the group, Harry pulled out his wand and flourished it forward,
    only for a great gleaming white and silver stag to burst forth. The patronus swiftly
    cantered around the table full of wizards, the warmth given off by the intangible
    being instantly lifting everyone's spirits, if only for a moment. And then the
    magnificent stag disappeared.

    There were a number of gasps that went up from around the table. "Fully
    corporeal!" "Completely silent!" "Like it was the easiest thing in the world!" Not
    many of those present had ever actually witnessed Harry doing magic.

    "I'd like to talk about the patronus charm and how it is being taught. The
    patronus is powerful, and one of the most versatile defensive spells in the
    curriculum. Not only can it ward off dark creatures like dementors and lethifolds,
    but it can provide a defense against a wide range of hexes and curses that are
    reliant on negative emotional states. And yet, only those achieving Exceeds
    Expectations and higher at the NEWT exams are likely to be able to cast it at a
    proficient level."

    "Aye, very impressive Mr. Potter," McGuff interrupted. "Yer right that the
    patronus charm is powerful, and very useful. And aye, we could tell people that it's
    a lot easier than we do, but—"

    Harry had gone quiet at McGuff's initial interruption, but as the man went on
    dismissing Harry's input before he'd even given it, Harry started to feel annoyed. He
    stole a glance over at the Headmaster and he could have sworn the man's eye twinkled
    at him, as if to say: go right on ahead.

    Harry stood up and gathered all the force of his magic, and as he learned in
    facing dragons and dealing with veela, pushed it out beyond his physical form to
    create an aura of power. Magical light visibly shown off of his body and everyone in
    the room (save Dumbledore) shrank back from the power laid bare. The room went silent
    as Harry stood there radiating magic, his green eyes now glowing. After a moment,
    Harry spoke, and his voice boomed.

    "Did you think that the patronus charm was the pinnacle of my magic? That I cast
    that spell to show off? Or that I'm just too young to understand as well as you what
    we are doing here in the ICW?" Harry held the force of his aura there for another
    moment, the Irish wizard shrinking back from him in alarm when Harry glared his way.
    For a few heartbeats, Harry let the wizard fear that he had made a very serious
    mistake. And then Harry let the power surrounding him go and he stood there again,
    just a young wizard boy with glasses and a scar on his forehead.

    "The reason," Harry's voice had returned to normal, "I am suggesting changing the
    way we approach teaching the patronus charm is specifically because while it is
    powerful against certain enemies and it is versatile, its power and versatility are
    not a function of the caster, but rather of the independent magical being that is
    being summoned. Unlike when I Vanished the dementors who were trying to suck the soul
    out of my godfather," Harry looked pointedly around the room, "when I relied on the
    power of the patronus it was not my own strength that was at work.

    "There's not just that, but there's clearly a benefit to Wizarding society as a
    whole to have more people using one of the few spells that is clearly light magic.
    Even those who cannot produce a corporeal form patronus can use the shield form, and
    that will strengthen their connection to positive magic. We should be encouraging the
    use of light magic for the same reason we discourage or outright ban legitimately
    dark spells."

    When Harry finished, nobody spoke a word in protest. Magnus McGuff and the rest of
    the Irish delegation were obviously cowed and several of the ICW members were looking
    at Harry with an all new sense of awe, or for some renewed respect. One delegate
    Harry recognized from the previous meeting, Xenophilius Lovegood, had an excited,
    almost giddy expression as he looked at Harry.

    After a prompt from Dumbledore to continue, Harry laid out his idea in full
    detail, suggesting alterations to the instruction in Charms, Defense
    Against the Dark Arts, and even Magical Creatures over the next ten
    minutes. At first the other ICW members were apprehensive about interrupting him, but
    after Harry asked for their input and encouraged them, there were some enthusiastic
    ideas. In the end, most of what Harry had suggested was accepted with only a few
    alterations.

    "All in favor of recommending Mr. Potter's motion to the full ICW body?"
    Dumbledore motioned. Every wand in the room was raised with a light at the tip. "The
    motion passes unanimously. Now, if there is any further business?"

    Xenophilius Lovegood stood. "I propose that Mr. Potter undergo the Toriyama
    Appraisal."

    There were immediately murmurs of assent. Magnus McGuff called out, "Seconded!"
    Harry, looked around the room trying to figure out what they were talking about. When
    Harry glanced at the Headmaster he could tell from his eyes that Dumbledore was not
    thrilled about this proposal.

    "Thank you for your suggestion, Mr. Lovegood," Dumbledore acknowledged, "but as
    Mr. Potter is not yet of age and is only a provisional member of the ICW, it is not
    appropriate to give him an assessment intended for a fully grown adult."

    "Rubbish!" Lovegood answered, waving away Dumbledore's objection. "Mr. Potter is
    close enough to the age of majority that the results can be properly scaled, and it's
    obvious to everyone here that Mr. Potter is exceptional enough that he ought to be
    tested. I thought you of all people would agree, having hired him for the post as
    Assistant Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher!"

    "That may be, Mr. Lovegood," Dumbledore replied, "but at this point in Harry's
    development—"

    "Point of order, Supreme Mugwump."

    Dumbledore turned to McGuff, the barest hint of annoyance in his eyes. "What is
    your point of order?"

    "A privileged motion has been called, by a full ICW member mind ya, and seconded
    by another. By rule, the motion oughta be voted on without debate. If ya recall,
    Toriyama Appraisal requests are privileged if submitted after all new business."

    Harry saw Professor Dumbledore frown in mild consternation. After a moment he
    spoke. "Very well. All in favor?" All wands, except for Harry's and Dumbledores were
    raised. "Motion passed. Harry Potter will be appraised, if he is willing."

    "Um, Prof—Albus, what is a Toriyama Appraisal?"

    "Nothing to worry about, Harry. It is simply, one way to measure magical strength.
    While I do not believe there is any real benefit to this test considering you special
    circumstances, but there is really little harm in it. Ultimately, whether you agree
    to it or not is up to you."

    Harry glanced around the room. There was an expectant look on everyone's face,
    particularly Xenophilius Lovegood's. Only the Headmaster's expression was
    neutral.

    "Alright. What do I have to do?"

    Dumbledore closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them. "This will not require
    any particular effort on your part, in fact the test is designed to remove any aspect
    of skill or effort from the measurement." The Supreme Mugwump turned to one of the
    ICW members at the table. "Mr. Croaker, do you have the requisite items?"

    Mr. Croaker nodded, reached into his robes and produced a small brown satchel. The
    man reached his hand into the container, his arm going further into the bag than it
    should have been able to—clearly enchanted with an undetectable extension charm—and
    pulled out two roughly spherical objects and levitated them above the table. He then
    reached into a pocket inside his cloak and produced a large silver flask. Harry
    watched raptly as the man poured the contents of the flask, a clear liquid substance,
    onto each of the round objects, and then with a gesture from Mr. Croaker, the liquid
    poured back from each one back into the container.

    "Mr. Potter," Mr. Croaker said, and now Harry recognized the man from his brief
    visit to the Department of Mysteries. An Unspeakable. That explained why his name
    wasn't on the official ICW minutes. "Please drink this. You'll feel a bit of a
    burning feeling, but it won't harm you."

    Harry nodded, took the flask and downed it all. It tasted like hot vomit, but his
    natural instinct to gag was magically suppressed by the strange concoction. When it
    had all gone down, Harry wrinkled his nose and shook his head. "What's in this?"

    The man gave Harry a direct look, then almost imperceptibly shook his head.

    Ah. A Mystery. The Unspeakable kind.

    "Please hold out your hands." Mr. Croaker placed an orb in each of Harry's hands.
    "Now hold your arms out; keep them as far apart as possible."

    Harry did so, feeling a strange heat pouring out from the objects into his hands.
    "And I guess I you can't tell me what the two orbs I'm holding are, either?"

    By now, all the witches and wizards in the ICW had crowded together to watch the
    proceedings, forming a loose ring around Harry and the Unspeakable. Mr. Croaker had
    reached into his robes again and withdrawn an odd looking gold device with several
    dials and spindles that were all starting to rotate as the object was brought near
    Harry's chest.

    "Actually," it was Xenophilius Lovegood who spoke now, "the nature of what you are
    holding is not a secret at all." The white haired man smiled at him, his eyes
    slightly cross-eyed. Harry caught a glimpse of a strangely shaped pendant on a golden
    chain hanging from his chest. "They're dragon testicles."

    Harry nearly dropped the large orbs, only just managing to regain their balance on
    his upturned palms.

    "Um, Professor Dumbledore….why am I holding dragon testicles in my hands?"

    Nobody would fault the boy for reverting to calling the Headmaster by his more
    familiar title in such an awkward situation, even if they were still inclined to
    after Harry's recent display of power and the practicality of his suggestions.
    Certainly Albus Dumbledore would not begrudge his student the comfort of a familiar
    address.

    "Consider, Harry, the difficulty of reliably measuring magical strength when there
    are a number of factors that can affect any given spell. A wizard's belief, intent,
    and state of mind can greatly change the results from testing any single spell, or
    even an entire battery of tests of spells," Dumbledore explained. The dials and
    spindles on the object in Croaker's hand began to rotate and whirr around with
    increasing speed. "In fact, of all the known magical beings and creatures, witches
    and wizards are the most uniquely inconsistent in their ability to perform magic—and
    it is only with the stabilizing focus of an instrument such as a wand and through the
    use of standardized spells that most witches and wizards are able to reliably
    replicate magical effects."

    As the spindles on the object continued to spin around and the dials at the center
    of the object rotated, the crowd around Harry began to murmur more excitedly. As
    Dumbledore continued his mini-lecture, the rate at which the spindles turned began to
    slowly decrease.

    "That is where the idea of using magical creatures comes in; most magical beasts
    and creatures vary relatively little between individual members of the species. The
    magical properties of dragons in particular are very predictable and also very
    potent. When you know the age and size of a dragon, a simple arithmantic calculation
    can be achieved."

    By this time the spindles on the device had slowed significantly, the dials in the
    center now revealing to be numerical counters as they slowed enough for the eyes to
    keep up.

    Harry nodded in understanding. "So, this test will compare my magical strength to
    that of a dragon, which is a known quantity. And the testicle is used because it's
    the most reliable and magically potent part of a dragon."

    Dumbledore nodded.

    The spindles finally came to a near stop and the dials were holding at around a
    single value. Croaker nodded and took the dragon testicles from Harry's hand.

    "Well?" It was McGuff this time who was asking. "What's the lad's magical power
    level?"

    Croaker looked to Dumbledore who gave a short nod.

    "It's…."

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    9042.

    Harry frowned as he considered his conversation with Dumbledore at the conclusion
    of the meeting, feeling just a little let down by it all. It was a number that summed
    up the totality of his potential, that in a way, capped his growth.

    Oh sure, Harry had been told, as he finished growing into adulthood that number
    would rise, probably a ten percent increase when he finally reached seventeen, and
    even afterwards his magical strength would continue to increase for decades more,
    just far more slowly. So, there was that.

    And when the crowd had heard that his magical strength exceeded nine thousand most
    in the room were suitably impressed. After all, only the obviously strongest witches
    and wizards were ever so tested, maybe one in a hundred, and of those tested in the
    last century Harry rated in the top one percent in his result, and this from all over
    the world, not just Ireland and the United Kingdom.

    But there was something….limiting about having a number put on him, no matter how
    high. It was galling, to some degree.

    It wouldn't have been so bad if that were all. Harry had a thirst to prove
    himself, a drive that his unhappy childhood at the Dursleys had left him with, but he
    cared more about his friends and people in general than just his desire to be great.
    That's why he was in Gryffindor. No, it was the sense that who he was would let
    everyone down that bothered him. That 9042 wouldn't be enough.

    Harry walked down the halls of Hogwarts castle back towards where his little
    teaching office was. After flooing back to the castle from the farm manor where the
    ICW meeting had been held, Harry had some serious questions for the Headmaster in his
    office, and he wasn't quite sure he was satisfied with the answers. Not that Harry
    suspected that Dumbledore had held anything from him, but more that Harry hadn't
    liked what the answers were.

    Tom Riddle, Lord Voldemort, had an even higher number, and that was before the
    dark wizard had undergone multiple dark rituals which would serve to boost that
    number even higher. Only Albus Dumbledore and Gellert Grindelwald had comparable
    numbers in the past century, and the Headmaster had long been in decline rather than
    ascendant.

    Harry was snapped out of his musing by the sounds of an argument coming from his
    office. It was Hermione and one of the fifth year Ravenclaw students, Amanda
    something. Harry momentarily couldn't recall the other girl's name.

    "Obviously, Potter made a mistake, and if you can't see that—"

    "Ha!" Harry could hear Hermione's scoff from the hallway. "Do you seriously
    believe you know more than Harry Potter? There's a reason the Headmaster made Harry
    the Assistant Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher and it's not because he's the
    best Seeker on all the Quidditch teams this century."

    "I'm not saying he's dumb or anything, Hermione, just that he can
    be wrong sometimes. And Harry isn't the best Seeker this century! Reggie
    Loudermilk—"

    "Well, it's true that Harry is occasionally wrong," Hermione replied, "but he
    knows more about Defense magic than you and me. And his notes on the
    Repulsion charm were not wrong."

    "But in chapter fourteen…"

    "You don't think Harry knows that? You can bet Harry understands it better than
    you. And Harry would fly circles around Reggie Loudermilk if he were around today,
    and you know it."

    "Whatever!" Amanda whats-her-name said, throwing up her hands in disgust, stomping
    out of Harry's office, not even noticing the young wizard standing just outside the
    door.

    Harry stepped in, a small smirk on his face. "So I'm be the best Seeker at
    Hogwarts this whole century?"

    Hermione's face lit up, a slight tinge of red coloring her cheeks at Harry's
    eavesdropping mingling with the obvious happiness she felt at seeing her best friend.
    "Harry!" She gave him one of her trademark emotional hugs. "How was the ICW
    meeting?"

    Harry purposely kept his face from registering the mild distress he had just been
    feeling and gave the young witch one of his usual smiles. "It was interesting." Harry
    looked down at the parchment on his desk to see what Hermione and the Ravenclaw had
    been talking about. "So what was that argument about?"

    Hermione made a move to grab the parchment, and immediately alarms went off in
    Harry's head. Hermione was brilliant, but she wasn't very good and fooling him. It
    had been clever of her to rile up the Ravenclaw by referencing Quidditch, Harry had
    to admit, but anyone who knew her would have realized it was a ploy to change the
    subject.

    "Oh, nothing. Amanda came in while I was waiting for you, and she tried to say
    that you had made a mistake in your last lesson. But it was really her mistake."

    Harry took the parchment from Herimone's hand and looked at it, and immediately
    smacked his own forehead. Merlin. The Ravenclaw was right—sort of. What Harry had
    said and what was written in the textbook were contradictory, even though doing it
    Harry's way was actually easier to conceptualize and worked better.

    "Look, Harry, don't worry about it."

    Harry sighed. There was no way Hermione hadn't realized he'd made a mistake.
    Surreptitiously, he pulled his wand from its sheath. If he didn't fix this now it was
    going to be a nightmare getting her to reconcile her knowledge that he was wrong yet
    his magic still worked perfectly with her worldview on authority and scholarship.
    She'd go mental, have another breakdown. It had been months since the last time he'd
    have to do this, which made it all the harder to resort to obliviation once more.

    "Honestly, Harry, it's okay," Hermione reassured. "Really. It doesn't matter that
    you made a little mistake." And then her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper,
    "I know the secret."

    Harry froze, his wand slid back into its sheath. "What secret?"

    Hermione quickly cast a privacy ward around them.

    "Yours and Dumbledore's," she answered earnestly, her eyes filled with
    sincerity.

    Harry felt his heartbeat speeding up. Could it be that she figured it out and
    wasn't going crazy because of it? That she could finally handle the truth?

    Seeing that Harry wasn't panicking, Hermione told him. "I know that you and
    Dumbledore can use a Greater Magic—that the normal rules of magic don't
    apply the same to you and him—or to Voldemort—and so you can do unexplainable things.
    And that's why you and the Headmaster are the only ones who can fight him."

    Harry's mouth gaped open like a fish before closing again, the words he had been
    about to say dying on his lips as the words she were saying registered. This was not
    what Harry had been expecting.

    "I know regular witches and wizards like Ron, Neville and me have different rules
    and limitations that you just don't have, but that's okay. I know why you need to
    keep that such a secret, but I promise, I won't tell anyone. I swear on my
    magic!"

    "So..." Harry began, pausing as he looked Hermione in the eye, "you know about…the
    Greater Magic…."

    Hermione nodded.

    "And you're okay with that?"

    "Of course! I mean, at first I may have been a little mad that you didn't tell me
    about it, but then I realized that if you did that would make me responsible for not
    telling Ron." Hermione didn't even take a breathe between sentences. "And of course
    we can't tell Ron, as much as we'd like to. He'd never be able to handle it. So, I
    forgave you, and I've just been waiting for the right opportunity to let you know
    that I know and…"

    Harry grabbed Hermione and gave her a big hug. Oh it was such a relief not to have
    to obliviate her anymore. And he didn't even have to lie. She did that for him. What
    she believed would…

    And then it clicked.

    Harry Potter smiled. That was what Dumbledore had meant back in the office. It
    didn't matter if Voldemort was stronger magically, not really. What really mattered
    was that Harry believed he could win and that he made sure Voldemort would believe
    that he could lose.

    Magical power levels are a bunch of hippogriff dung.

  


  
    34. Unwanted Visitors
  

  
    Chapter 30: Unwanted Guests

    

    On an empty street in a small Muggle town in northern England, three figures
    suddenly appeared with a small, barely audible pop. A little ways down the
    street was a small, brick building that served as a bed and breakfast, followed by a
    couple of small shops with white sheetrock exteriors. It was a small, sleepy, cozy
    town quite unlike the busy bustle of London or even the homogenous mundanity of the
    suburbs in Little Whinging. It was a town with character, where some things had
    remained unchanged for centuries and even those newer things that had only seen a few
    decades, had a certain cultural inertia to them.

    The man with the odd periwinkle robe and the long white beard knotted down to his
    chest looked almost less out of place than the young man beside him wearing dress
    jeans and a fine gray v-neck shirt with a blue blazer on top of it. The third person,
    a red-head wearing a mis-fitting, overlarge sweater and faded jeans, would have fit
    in just fine if anyone were inclined to look that way. But there was no one to see
    them make their appearance, and even if there had been, any Muggle would have felt a
    sudden need to look somewhere else. The most interesting thing on the street would
    have seemed to them to be the most uninteresting thing and most unworthy of note.

    "What are we doing here, Professor?"

    "Ah, Harry, I do hope you will get used to calling me by my given name when out of
    Hogwarts. I am quite happy to count you among my friends," the Headmaster replied as
    the pair began walking down the empty street.

    "Right, sorry," Harry Potter said, apologizing seemingly on reflex. "What are we
    doing here, Albus? When I got your message to meet in your office I wasn't expecting
    to be leaving the castle. Not that I mind, but…"

    "But, you are, of course, naturally curious. What we are doing here, Harry, is
    visiting an old friend and former colleague of mine. The cause for my haste is that,
    until recently, Horace Slughorn had been doing too good a job at hiding his
    whereabouts. Ever since Voldemort has returned, Horace has been, shall we say,
    skittish."

    "Right. So, you're worried he might not still be there if you wait too long?" At
    Dumbledore's nod, Harry continued as the three turned down a side street that led
    away from the central part of the small village.

    "But why delay waiting for us, why bring us along at all?" Ron chimed in.

    "Because, Mr. Weasley, I need to use you and Harry as bait." Dumbledore noted
    Ron's sudden apprehension and Harry's inquisitive look gave the two young wizards a
    wink, eyes twinkling. "Oh, there won't be any danger to either of you. Quite the
    opposite, actually. Professor Slughorn to this day is a great broker of connections
    and introductions, having cultivated a great many famous witches' and wizards' favor
    over his many years teaching at Hogwarts. Obtaining his friendship may very well be a
    quite a valuable commodity to you over the coming years."

    "That doesn't sound so bad," Ron responded, mollified.

    Dumbledore chuckled. "Indeed not."

    Harry frowned. "But then, if you are already friends with him, why do you need us?
    I mean, I know I've gotten pretty famous, and I'm sure he'd love to have the famous
    'Weasley Seer' as an acquaintance—but come on, you're Albus Dumbledore! You're the
    most famous wizard of all!"

    Dumbledore snorted a small, deprecating laugh. "Ho-ho, I think Merlin may have a
    few things to say about that, to say nothing of the Hogwarts Founders, or my old
    friend Nicholas Flamel."

    "You're still more famous than Ron and I put together."

    Dumbledore gave a slight incline of the head. "It is true that my fame and our
    previous acquaintance would normally go quite far with Horace, but I'm afraid that in
    recent years he has assiduously avoided coming into contact with me."

    "Hang on," Ron interjected. "So, you're using us to, what, lure him out to talk to
    you?"

    "Exactly, Mr. Weasley."

    "Alright then."

    The trio of wizards approached what appeared to be a darkened Muggle house with
    boarded up windows and plastic coverings placed on the lawn ornaments. Harry frowned,
    sensing something off about the place.

    "Professor—"

    "Yes, Harry, you are sensing correctly. Things are not as they appear," Dumbledore
    replied.

    When they got to the large, rounded doorway, the Headmaster knocked twice with the
    iron knocker on the door before calling out. "Horace, it's Albus Dumbledore. I've
    brought a couple of friends with me to meet you."

    There was no answer.

    Dumbledore made a hand gesture and the wooden door unlocked and swung inward. The
    three stepped into a small entrance hall and got their first look at the interior of
    the building. It was a two-storey manor house, but one that looked to have been
    abandoned for several months at least. The furniture was covered with white linen to
    keep the dust off. Several paintings were similarly draped in cloth and set on the
    floor against the wall.

    Ron Weasley frowned. "What gives? Just looks like a Muggle home all done up while
    they're on holiday."

    Harry Potter stepped in front of his friend, wand raised. "That's what it's
    supposed to look like." Harry turned to an innocuous looking wooden chair sitting by
    what would be a dining table. "Isn't that right, Professor Slughorn?"

    After Harry stared directly at the chair for a few seconds, the object began to
    turn and twist, the wooden legs expanding into arms and legs, the wooden seat
    becoming an abdomen and the seat back the head. After a few seconds of
    transformation, a rather portly, balding man wearing a red velvet waistcoat stood
    where the chair had been. He wore a surprised expression, but his lips quickly formed
    themselves into a rueful smile.

    "What gave me away?"

    Harry swished his wand with a muttered veritas revelio, and the walls,
    floors, and furniture all shimmered and blurred, to be replaced by an entirely
    different décor. Instead of bare walls with paintings covered in linen, now there
    were a plethora of pictures—hundreds of images with Slughorn standing next to some
    luminary or other. There was autographed Quidditch memorabilia, signed records from
    the hottest British wizarding music groups and singers, and numerous group photos
    with Horace Slughorn at the center surrounded by past generations of Hogwarts's
    finest and most illustrious alumni.

    "Too much magic in that kind of disillusionment charm, Professor, unless you're
    hiding from Muggles. Even if someone didn't notice that you were a different grain of
    wood than the other chairs, they would still know you were here because the charms
    you cast are still up," Harry supplied to the wizard in front of him.

    "Harry's right, Horace. If my student could find you out so easily, so too could
    the Death Eaters," Dumbledore chimed in.

    Slughorn nodded, his great walrus-like mustache wrinkling upward thoughtfully.
    "Yes, I see. I'll need more practical effects in the future."

    "It's good to see you, Horace," Professor Dumbledore said.

    Slughorn raised his hand in protest. "I know what you're here for, Dumbledore, and
    I won't do it. So, you might as well save yourself the effort."

    Dumbledore smiled genially. "You think I'm here to ask you to take up your old
    post of Potions Master at Hogwarts," he said with a twinkle in his eyes, "that I want
    to put you in a position where I can pressure you into answering the one question you
    are most afraid to answer. Well, I will put your mind at ease about the former and
    confirm your fears about the latter."

    Horace Slughorn looked at the Hogwarts Headmaster quizzically. "So, you're not
    hear to offer me a position?" He saw Dumbledore nod. "But you are
    here to interrogate me?"

    "I'm here to introduce you to a couple of my prized students, and the two youngest
    members of the faculty in the history of Hogwarts: Harry Potter and Ron Weasley. You
    may have heard of them."

    At that, Slughorn got a strange look to his face, a mixture of being star stuck
    and avaricious all at once, as he walked over to the boys in turn to shake their
    hands. "Of course, of course! Mr. Potter, it is a great pleasure to meet you. Your
    work on the Homorophous charm is absolutely brilliant. And Mr. Weasley—I am
    absolutely thrilled to finally meet the famed 'Weasley Seer' as you are being
    called."

    It took little to get Horace Slughorn going about his many friends in famous
    places, pointing to the various people on the walls with enthusiasm as he detailed
    his connection with each one. He mentioned his 'Slug Club' where he would bring all
    the best, brightest, and well-connected together for a little social networking,
    assuring the two that had he still been working at Hogwarts the two of them would
    surely have been included. Slughorn paid no attention to how the few interjections
    the Headmaster made served to egg him on, to continue down the road of
    reminiscence.

    It was one of those clever nudges from Dumbledore that got Slughorn onto the
    subject of Muggle-born students. "It really is amazing at how some of the
    Muggle-borns do so well, even better than mean Pure Bloods…" he was saying when he
    caught a look from the two boys in front of him that let him know he'd put a foot
    wrong.

    "No disrespect sir, but that's rubbish. There's nothing inferior about
    Muggle-borns," Harry retorted, a slightly cold edge to his voice. "The smartest witch
    in our House, in all of Hogwarts even, is a Muggle-born. And our best friend."

    Ron nodded, his arms crossed.

    Seeing the pair's stern expression, Slughorn took on a stricken expression. "Oh,
    you mustn't think I'm prejudiced!" he exclaimed. "Some of my favorites were
    Muggle-borns! It's not that I think they aren't quality witches or wizards, it's that
    they start off with less advantages in the magical world. Surely, you can understand
    that, Harry?"

    Harry frowned thoughtfully. The man had a point. There were things he hadn't known
    about that all the others had. They young wizard also noticed the familiar address
    Slughorn had used. Dumbledore was certainly crafty. It was a good thing he used his
    machinations to serve the common good rather than his own interests.

    "Look," Slughorn said, gesturing over to a particular picture on the wall. "Your
    mother, Lily Evans, she was one of my absolute favorites. She was…well…remarkable!
    There she is next to me, one of the most talented and promising witches I ever met. I
    adored her!"

    As Harry reached up to touch the moving photo, the young girl with fiery red hair
    looking happy and content within, Harry felt a sudden pain in his scar. Staggering
    back, Harry put his hand up to his head.

    "What is it, Harry," Dumbledore was at his side in an instant, his wand up, tip
    lit up with a charm Harry recognized as a medical diagnostic.

    "My scar—some kind of mind magic…it's Voldemort, but…not Voldemort," Harry
    stammered out as he ducked his head and tried to implement the Occlumency he had
    learned. He took a calming breath, and the burning sensation went away, leaving only
    a clear image.

    "Can you block him out?" Ron asked.

    "It—it's not like an intrusion…more like, I'm inside his head. But, it's
    not really him. It's like I'm looking through his eyes, but…I'm too low to the
    ground. There are shelves all around, and crystal balls—I'm in the Hall of
    Prophecies! In the Ministry! And my thoughts—they're not like a man's thoughts."

    "Be very careful, Harry," Dumbledore warned.

    Harry nodded, standing up, following the path of his vision. "I think—I think I'm
    a snake. Yes, there are whispers, like when I was hearing the basilisk, but far more
    human. I think I'm inside Voldemort's familiar."

    Then Harry went stock still. "Oh, Merlin, no!" Harry said, then he jerked his head
    back. "Ron! Your dad! I think—he's being attacked! I'm attacking him! Right now!"

    "Drop the connection, Harry, use the occlumency that you've learned to ease back
    out of it. You mustn't let Voldemort know you are seeing what he is doing,"
    Dumbledore ordered.

    Once again, Harry calmed his mind and let his magic clear things away, and the
    vision faded from his mind. "Head—Albus we need to go help Mr. Weasley!"

    "Immediately, boys take my arm."

    But before they could even do that, a large white shape in the shape of some kind
    of great cat appeared inside the house. Harry instantly recognized it as the patronus
    of Kingsley Shacklebolt, and it was the auror's voice that spoke from the
    patronus.

    Dumbledore. Potter. A breakout from Azkaban is underway. The dementors have
    abandoned the prison, turning on the guards. We need your help.

    As the patronus leapt away, disappearing into the positive realm from which it had
    come, Dumbledore was momentarily stricken with indecision.

    And Harry knew why.

    Arthur Weasley had not been put on guard duty by shelf where Professor Trelawney's
    prophecy orb was stored in order to prevent Voldemort from stealing it. The Order of
    the Phoenix members in the Ministry who had been taking turns guarding the prophecy
    were, unknown to them, there to entice it to be stolen. They were meant to
    draw attention to it, and Voldemort was meant to steal it.

    Oh, they had emergency portkeys and they were supposed to use them to "go get
    help" in the event that Voldemort himself showed up, but it was a calculated risk.
    There was always the chance the lookout may be killed before their portkey would
    activate, or that they would foolishly try to take on a superior force, despite
    Dumbledore's repeated admonition that their lives were more precious than the secret
    they guarded.

    But if they intervened now, if they saved Ron's father, not only could Tom Riddle
    possibly be made aware of Harry's vision and whatever connection they had, but the
    entire purpose of having him obtain the prophecy would be thwarted.

    And then Dumbledore looked into Harry's eyes and at that moment he knew what the
    right thing to do was. "We must make haste. We must rescue Arthur and get him to
    safety and then go join the fight at Azkaban."

    Harry Potter had never been prouder of the Headmaster. The choice to sacrifice a
    long-term plan in order to protect just one person was not so simple.

    "Why can't we do both?" Ron interjected. "Why don't Harry and I go save my dad
    while you go to join the battle in Azkaban?"

    "Mr. Weasley, that is a more brilliant idea than you realize," Dumbledore said,
    the twinkle back in his eyes. "Horace, I must insist that you accompany me to
    Hogwarts, at least for the time being. For your own safety." Then he turned to Harry
    and handed him a small, golden object: a time turner. "Harry, I expect you understand
    what to do. You mustn't be seen. I will join you on the battle field."

    The Headmaster took Horace Slughorn's arm and the pair disapparated with
    pop.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Arthur Weasley sat on the chair next to the shelf with the all-important Trelawney
    prophecy, taking his watch over this crucial weapon that He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named
    could not get his hands on. It was an additional four hour watch on top of his normal
    work shift, but it was a vital mission for the Order so he didn't mind the tedium of
    just sitting and waiting. He did however, dislike the darkness and the solitude. To
    be perfectly honest, it was just a bit scary, and he was getting just a bit
    drowsy—

    "Hey, Dad!"

    Arthur's eyes popped open, but saw nobody.

    "Charlie? Bill? Percy?"

    A disembodied head appeared directly in front of him. "No, dad! It's me, Ron!"

    And it was. There was Ron's poor little face, floating in the empty air in front
    of him, and Arthur's heart nearly broke.

    "Oh Merlin! You've died and become a ghost! What happened, son!"

    "What? No! You're the one who's going to die…not...bloody hell!"

    And then a second head joined the first. This time it was Harry Potter's. "Mr.
    Weasley, we're not dead. We're under my invisibility cloak, here on Order
    business."

    "Oh, thank heavens!" Arthur said with a sigh of relief. "But what do you mean I'm
    the one who's going to die? Is this a prediction?"

    Ron and Harry turned and looked at each other.

    "Yeah," they said simultaneously.

    "Ron had a vision of something bad that's about to happen. But according to
    Dumbledore, we need to let the vision play out—that's the best way to avert it,"
    Harry explained.

    "Right, yeah," Ron agreed. "If we try to thwart the vision, it's likely to come
    true another way. So, we're here to save you, but you're going to have to trust
    us."

    A flask appeared in the middle of the air.

    Arthur took it, staring at the two revealed heads in surprise. "Marvelous! How are
    you both remaining invisible under the cloak? I can't even see your hands."

    "We're under a disillusionment charm from our toes up to our heads," Harry
    answered. "Double protection. This is completely hush-hush."

    "Don't even tell Mum," Ron added.

    Arthur nodded his assent and then took the potion. He felt a rush of fire in his
    veins as the pair of Gryffindors pulled the cloak back over their heads, and then
    Arthur suddenly felt extremely drowsy.

    It was only a few minutes later that the door to the Department of Mysteries
    opened and then the sound of hissing could be heard as Nagini approached. It struck
    once, biting Arthur on the leg, injecting its deadly venom into the red-headed man.
    The adult wizard got to his feet quickly, startled awake by the pain, but the
    neurotoxins in the venom assured he wouldn't remain upright long. A second strike and
    Arthur was down again, then the snake reared up over him and struck several more
    times to ensure death.

    Once the snake finished with Arthur, it turned to the prophecy on the shelf, the
    one labelled with Trelawney as the seer, the letters "BWL" and "the Dark Lord" as
    subjects. It reared its head up and opened its mouth wide to swallow the thing whole.
    But as the creature put its mouth around the swirling blue prophecy orb, several
    curses blasted the creature off, forcing it to land several meters away. The snake's
    head and body was badly singed where the curses struck, but fiery sparks quickly
    appeared where the damage had been done, returning the snake's head to pristine
    condition.

    Nagini hissed angrily, before quickly slithering away, and then suddenly
    disappearing, as if a portkey had suddenly activated. Which was probably the
    case.

    As soon as the snake vanished, Ron and Harry threw off the invisibility cloak and
    went to secure the Weasley patriarch.

    Harry swore. "Bloody beast couldn't even take it, this was all for nothing!"

    "Let's hope Snape's anti-venom potion works," Ron said as the pair moved Arthur
    into a sitting position and placed a Slinky in his hands. "St. Mungo's, St. Mungo's!"
    Ron said, activating the portkey and sending his father off to safety.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Auror Kingsley Shacklebolt had never seen so many dementors. Usually, the
    unearthly guardians of Azkaban remained within the maximum security wing of the
    prison where they were given free rein to suck the happiness out of the inmates
    without limit, save only they not give the incarcerated the Kiss. But now, the
    creatures were streaming out of the building in droves, ignoring the gaping hole in
    the side of the structure and flying down to attack the vastly outnumbered Azkaban
    guards.

    Shacklebolt quickly summoned his patronus and sent his message out to the leaders
    of the Order of the Phoenix. He only hoped they were in a position to come to the
    wardens' aid. Then he turned to try to help fend of the attacking dementors between
    the time—

    POP!

    Harry Potter and Ron Weasley appeared beside him.

    Kingsley was taken aback by how quickly the response had come. How had they even
    had time to hear the message? Patronus messaging was near instantaneous, but
    it did take a few seconds to appear and reappear, and then there was the length of
    communication. That was uncannily quick.

    "Dumbledore will be along shortly," Harry assured Shacklebolt. "For now, let's get
    all the guards behind a patonus shield."

    Ron nodded, spotting a trio of guards falling to the onslaught of negative
    emotions. "Expecto patronum!" His Jack Russell Terrier patronus appeared and
    immediately charged forward, knocking the dementors far away from the vulnerable
    wizards, but there were still so many who were covered in oppressive shadow between
    the Order members and the Azkaban guardhouse.

    And then Harry Potter stepped forward.

    "Expecto patroni!" Three powerful, glowing white stags burst onto the
    scene and blasted all the dementors between Harry and the guards furthest from them
    off into the air, immediately creating an outer perimeter and removing all potential
    victims from immediate harm.

    "You heard Potter," Shacklebolt shouted to the handful of aurors under his command
    who had been sent to investigate the distress call from Azkaban, "get your patrons
    spells cast and let's protect the weakened!"

    Several more patronuses were summoned, bolstering the area of protection,
    preventing the still large numbers of dementors from getting through. Several of the
    aurors started moving forward to pull the guards who were too weak to stand on their
    own back, while Ron started handing out cheering potions and chocolate bars to them
    to help counter the dementor effects.

    Kingsley Shacklebolt was astonished at how prepared Potter and Weasley were. Where
    had they found the time to gather these supplies?

    But of course, Harry wasn't through being impressive. Usually, with this number of
    dementors and no wards to keep them away, the only possible move would be to evacuate
    everyone with emergency apparition or portkeys. The anti-apparition jinx around
    Azkaban had been shattered by those responsible for the attack at the outset, so that
    was still possible. However, Harry had no intention of retreating.

    "DEMENTO EVENESCA!" Harry roared and the nearest score of dementors
    vanished in a flash of warm light.

    The dark creatures fled as quickly they could manage, their loathsome cold shadows
    withdrawing from the brilliantly positive power of the wizard below laid bare.
    However, Harry Potter would not let them escape so easily. He repeated his charm over
    and over again. Three by three and then two by two the dementors were wiped from
    existence, until they were too far away for the magic to reach them, and the chill
    they brought was gone.

    With the general pall the dementors cast over the area dispersed, the sky cleared
    and a dark figure floating in the air above the gaping hole in Azkaban's walls could
    be made out.

    Voldemort

    Behind him, several Death Eaters on brooms were trying to ferry out the former
    captives.

    "Harry Potter," the self-styled Dark Lord called down, his voice amplified
    magically. "So, you have come," the dark robed wizard looked around the air where the
    dementors had just been. "And you have cost me a great many servants for my army.
    Foolish of you." Voldemort began to fly, broomless, down towards the rescue team of
    aurors and the few Order members.

    "Tom Riddle. Half-blood—or should I say, Squib-blood," Harry retorted, his own
    voice similarly amplified so that all could hear. "Do your followers even know what a
    hypocrite you are?"

    Ron laughed, audibly. "Good one, mate!"

    Voldemort's red eyes blazed and with a snarl he cast a vicious reductor curse that
    exploded the earth beneath Ron and Harry.

    "Er, maybe not so good," Ron recanted as he tried to get back to his feet, the
    great dome shield Harry had cast immediately after Voldemort's strike the only thing
    between him and death at the moment.

    Harry began counter-attacking, casting a variety of spells, though most of his
    attention was on keeping the guards and aurors shielded from Voldemort's dark curses.
    Voldemort, however, was having no trouble knocking Harry's spells away, not even
    deigning to put up a shield charm. It was the first time the two had ever directly
    faced each other, spell to spell, and to Harry's mind, it was not going all that
    well. He hadn't been this outclassed since the first time he had dueled Flitwick.

    "Is this the best that you can do, Harry Potter?" Voldemort taunted, momentarily
    letting up in his spell casting. "Is this all the strength of your magic?"

    "Stop trying to kill my friends for a second and I'll show you how strong my magic
    is, Tom," Harry retorted.

    Voldemort let out a laugh and several Death Eaters on brooms, now done with their
    task, joined him. "And that, Harry Potter, is your weakness. You weaken yourself with
    devotion to your muggle friends, and to those not strong enough to stand for
    themselves."

    There was a sudden flash of flame.

    "On the contrary, Tom," Dumbledore said, emerging from Fawkes's phoenix fire.
    "That is part of what makes Harry more powerful than you."

    Voldemort screeched something incomprehensible and sent a torrent of cursed fire
    down towards Dumbledore, who calmly countered with a conjured flood of water what
    crashed into the flames form the side. But before the assembled Death Eaters could
    join in and Voldemort could continue his attack, there were dozens of more pops of
    apparition around the battleground.

    Amelia Bones along with half of Britain's aurors and hit wizards appeared and
    trained their wands upwards. "Lethal spells are authorized, men! Don't let them
    escape!"

    Voldemort cursed, erecting a shield between him and the auror force below. "No
    matter," he cried out, "I got what I came for,"

    And then Voldemort disappeared, followed by the remainder of his followers.

    

    Author's Note: Here we go! The last few chapters. Really,
    seriously, this time. No prank.

  


  
    35. Discovering Darkness
  

  
    Chapter 31: Discovering Darkness

    

    The flue in the Headmaster's office erupted in green fire and Horace Slughorn
    watched as Ablus Dumbldore , Harry Potter, and Ron Weasley all came through.

    Upon seeing the Headmaster, Horace Slughorn immediately began speaking with loud
    indignation, "Now, I must say, Albus, your treatment of me, leaving me here for
    ninety minutes without any way for me to leave—"

    "My apologies, Horace," Dumbledore interrupted, his tone placating, "I do
    apologize for leaving you here without any means of egress for so long, but there
    were a great many people who were suffering from the effects of the dementors—"

    "Not to mention, you know, Voldemort showing up," Ron added.

    Dumbledore gave a nod, acknowledging Ron's helpful interjection as Slughorn's
    pique instantly deflated and was replaced by shocked fear, the very name going a long
    way towards cowing the older man.

    "As well as a lengthy bureaucratic process the Ministry insisted upon before I
    could return here to complete our discussion," Dumbledore continued. "This was the
    safest place I could think of to secure you temporarily during the crisis, your
    wellbeing my foremost thought at the time."

    Harry held back a grin, realizing that while Dumbledore was of course being
    careful with Slughorn's safety, by sequestering him at Hogwarts in his office in this
    way, the Headmaster had ensured the somewhat portly wizard would not have simply
    slipped away back into hiding. Although Albus Dumbledore was always genuinely sincere
    in his benevolent intentions, there was very little accident involved in the many
    "happy accidents" that conspired to have things go the man's favor. Dumbledore was
    not just cunning, he was brilliantly quick at deciding a course of action which would
    lead to things playing out his way—which Harry knew from experience was right far
    more than it was wrong.

    "I trust you were not entirely too uncomfortable?" Dumbledore asked.

    Harry noted Dumbledore's gaze focused on one of the spindley legged tables upon
    which sat trays with an assortment of chocolates and candies as well as a bottle of
    fine Bansherry. From the half empty state of the bottle and the many empty spaces on
    the trays, it was obvious that Slughorn had accepted the hospitality he had
    apparently been offered. This made it even more difficult for the former Hogwarts
    teacher to complain of being put upon.

    "Well, yes, I do thank you for the sweets and the sherry," Horace began, halfway
    through considering further complaint realizing the futility of it and changing tack.
    "But is it true? The message from the patronus? Did the dementors of Azkaban rebel
    against the Ministry and allow prisoners escape?" Then his voice became a hushed
    whisper, "And was He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named really there? He's really back?"

    "Oh yes," Dumbledore replied, a hint of ruefulness in his voice. "The dementors
    have fled Azkaban and many Death Eaters and other dark wizards have escaped. And yes,
    Tom was there along with several of his followers." Dumbledore's grave tone shifted
    to a more hopeful tenor as he placed his hand on Harry's shoulder. "Fortunately, no
    lives were lost among the guards as Mr. Potter and Mr. Weasley managed to fight off
    the dementors—indeed they had all fled from Harry by the time I arrived—and Harry
    managed to prevent Tom from doing any damage, keeping everyone alive until Fawkes
    delivered me there."

    Slughorn's head swiveled from the Headmaster to Harry. "Merlin's Beard! Did you
    really face You-Know-Who? And lived?"

    "Harry, if you don't mind," Dumbledore said, revealing an ornate stone basin
    sitting in a corner. It was clear from Slughorn's recognition and apparent
    trepidation that he knew what the object was, but Harry and Ron were baffled. "This
    is a pensieve. It will allow us to view your memories without needing to go into your
    mind."

    "Brilliant!" Harry said, as he tapped his wand to his head and pulled out his
    memory of the battle at Azkaban. His training as an obliviator had made him quite
    adept and manipulating memories. "Now what?"

    Dumbledore took the memory from the tip of Harry's wand and put it into the waters
    of held within the stone basin. "Horace? Would you care to join us? I must say I am
    quite curious to know how things transpired before my arrival."

    Dumbledore and Slughorn entered Harry's memory where they met Harry and Ron to
    guide them through what happened and give them the context. The images swept around
    them in a fog of hidden details, but the main events played out rather cinematically,
    with Dumbledore praising both of the Hogwarts students for their brave actions before
    his arrival—going so far as to award them House points once they had come out of the
    pensieve.

    Horace Slughorn was truly awestruck. "You did it. You destroyed the dementors! I
    hadn't really believed that bit before now. I had thought you were most likely
    banishing them in some new fashion, but you did it! …. And you really
    fought…him."

    Harry nodded his head. "Well, this makes," he started counting on his fingers,
    "five times and I'm still in one piece."

    "But this was only the third time Voldemort survived a run-in with Harry," Ron
    added with a grin.

    "Don't say that name!" Slughorn protested fearfully.

    "It's just a name," Harry retorted, but without any heat. "Not saying it only adds
    to people's fear. That's part of Voldemort's power, that name. Did you know it's just
    an anagram?" He then lit up his wand and wrote the phrase 'I Am Lord Voldemort' and
    had it rearrange into 'Tom Marvolo Riddle' in the same fashion that he had been shown
    in his second year. "You know his memory showed me this down in the Chamber of
    Secrets when it tried to kill Ron's sister so that it could come to life. It's really
    just a teenage boy's made up name."

    A truly horrified look came over Horace Slughorn's visage during the revelation of
    what had happened in the Chamber, disproportionate to the actual telling.

    Dumbledore saw the look. "I can see that you understand the import of this,
    Horace. Harry here, has not yet heard of what we must speak of right now, but this is
    entwined with his fate. You know that a simple memory could not have re-opened the
    Chamber of Secrets, controlled a basilisk, or possessed a young witch. That is not
    what a mere memory could possibly do."

    "If it wasn't a memory," Harry said with a frown, "then what was it?" He looked at
    Dumbledore and Slughorn in turn.

    Instead of answering Harry himself, Dumbledore focused on Slughorn, who looked
    positively mortified at where this discussion had gone. "Harry has to know this,
    Horace. It is his fate to face Tom. Ever since he was born this was coming."

    Harry knew this was a total fabrication. All prophecies were. But once more,
    Dumbledore was using the deception to try to achieve something positive. The question
    was, would Horace Slughorn believe it?

    "And I can tell you," Ron interjected, "That prophecy about Harry and Voldemort?
    It's not done. Only a few people know the whole thing, but the prophecy is still
    playing out today."

    At this Slughorn turned his wide-eyed expression to Ron Weasley. "What—what does
    the prophecy say?"

    Ron scrunched up his face a bit, trying to remember the whole thing. "Well, it
    says that the one with the power to beat 'the dark lord', that's their words, would
    be born at the end of the seventh month, which was Harry's when birthday came, and
    that Voldemort would mark him as an equal, that neither can live while the other
    survives—I admit I don't really get that part—and that Harry will have a power that
    Voldemort won't know."

    "A very good summary," Dumbledore praised. "And from my sources, it is clear that
    Voldemort was only told the first half of this prophecy. Which gives us an advantage:
    Voldemort is not aware of important unknown power mentioned by the prophecy. But if
    Harry is unaware of Tom's secret, then Harry will be going into this critical
    conflict not knowing something about Tom Riddle. That could cost him his life."

    "What secret?" Harry asked, earnestly, wanting either Dumbledore or Slughorn to
    tell him at this point.

    It was Horace Slughorn who provided the answer—at least the name of the
    answer.

    "Horcux" Slughorn said, his face white from revulsion from the
    subject and self-recrimination for his part in what had later transpired.

    "What's a horcrux?" Ron asked innocently.

    "A horcrux," Dumbledore answered, sparing the former Hogwarts professor the need
    to explain the macabre details, "is most probably the darkest and most vile magic
    wizards have ever devised. A wizard tears a part of his soul and places it in an
    object—which becomes the horcrux. Not only does this horrible act forever damage the
    soul, it requires murder with that specific intent in mind."

    "Why would anyone do that?" Harry asked, aghast. That was even worse the killing
    curse.

    "Immortality," Dumbledore replied. "In return for the destruction of their
    humanity, the wizard becomes effectively unkillable. Even if their physical form is
    completely destroyed, unless the horcrux binding their soul to this world is also
    destroyed, they never fully die and so can return to life in various ways."

    "Bloody hell! But that kind of life," Ron said with a shake of his head, "it would
    be less than a whole life. It would be like…like drinking the blood of a
    unicorn!"

    Dumbledore nodded, pleased with Harry's and Ron's immediate rejection of the very
    notion of splitting their soul. "And that is why this subject is forbidden by
    wizardkind. We seek to erase all mentions, not just of the process to achieve it, but
    even the very name of this magic. But unfortunately, Tom Riddle discovered it while
    he was still in Hogwarts and performed his first murder and horcrux ritual
    there."

    "The diary!" Harry exclaimed.

    "Yes, Harry, but unfortunately, that is not all. And which is why it is vital that
    Horace, here, help us. I believe there is information he is hiding, even from the
    best of my attempts to take it from his mind through legilimency."

    And there it was. Dumbledore had laid out all the cards on the table. There were
    laws against the intentional use of legilimency upon a wizard without
    authorization from the Wizengamot, and Dumbledore had just openly admitted to
    breaking those laws. No more pretense. He was counting on Harry's and Ron's influence
    to convince his old colleague to willingly implicate himself in covering up a
    terrible deed, one he had denied to Dumbledore for many years.

    And the Headmaster was not disappointed.

    "Please," Horace said, not looking at Dumbledore, but at the son of Lily Evans,
    "do not think too badly of me once you have seen this. It is…my most shameful
    secret." He put his wand tip to his head and pulled out a thin strand of gooey memory
    from his mind—the one he had buried under a false memory and many layers of
    obfuscation.

    Before Harry entered the memory, he gave Horace Slughorn a comforting pat on the
    shoulder. "What Tom Riddle did was evil. But that's what he did, not you. You're only
    responsible for keeping this secret. That part is on you, but by telling us now,
    you're helping us fight him. So, don't be too hard on yourself."

    As Horace Slughorn watched on while Harry Potter perused the former Potions
    teacher's darkest secret, a tear tracked down his cheek. "You have more than your
    mother's eyes, my boy, you have her forgiving heart as well." And for the first time
    in a long time, Slughorn felt relief from a guilt he had hidden all too well.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    "Seven!?" Hermione exclaimed. "He split his soul seven times? What. An.
    Idiot."

    The young witch with lush brown hair which had been spelled to be quite tame and
    never "bushy" any more, sat at a table of several familiar faces. Remus Lupin sat
    next to Sirius Black to her left, while Ron Weasley was to her immediate right
    followed by Harry Potter and Albus Dumbledore himself. She would have found being the
    only person at the table who wasn't a current or former Hogwarts staff member (or an
    auror in Sirius's case) rather intimidating if two of those staff members weren't her
    own age and quite often idiots.

    Well, Harry had gotten better, at least.

    This "Inner Circle of the Order of the Phoenix" was basically everyone who Harry
    Potter trusted with his life and admired. And they were all brilliant in their own
    ways, even Ron. But despite how brilliant everyone was, Hermione found herself
    feeling comfortable, like she was among equals.

    Not that she thought that she was equal to Harry Potter or Albus Dumbledore! They
    weren't really peers in that way, but as far as being free to speak her mind
    and voice her opinions—she felt no apprehension at all. Which was a good thing for
    everyone involved.

    "Unfortunately, a Horcux, like a portkey, could be any object at all, even a
    living being," Remus said with a frown. "Riddle could have used anything to create
    his horcruxes and unless we came directly into contact with one, it would be
    difficult to tell it apart from any other dark object."

    "Then let's just destroy every dark object we can find," Sirius replied, pounding
    his fist into his palm. "It's past time the Ministry started cracking down on dark
    artifacts."

    Remus shook his head. "It would take decades to go through every last cursed or
    dark item, and even if we had that amount of time, Voldemort would immediately take
    measures to secure any horcrux that could possibly be caught up in such a Ministry
    sweep. Without some clue as to the identity of the objects he used, we can't even
    begin our search, and other than that diary, we have nothing to go on."

    "That," Dumbledore interjected, "is not entirely true. There are number of clues
    to the likely nature of the horcruxes Tom Riddle selected, and we have a few
    promising leads. Indeed, we have even identified at least one other horcrux already."
    Dumbledore glanced over towards Harry.

    Everyone swiveled to look at him.

    "The snake," Harry replied. "From the Hall of Prophecies." Usually, Harry would
    not dare reveal any information gained through the use of a time turner—the
    punishments being far too severe to risk—but among this circle of friends who were
    all proficient in occlumency and under a socius secretum charm, he
    had no such reservations. "When it attempted to swallow the prophecy, it was hit with
    curses that would have destroyed almost anything and killed nearly anyone. But the
    damage that was done to it healed instantly. And, when I was in the snakes mind, even
    feeling that I, myself as the snake, I could tell that it was linked to Voldemort,
    like it was a part of him."

    In addition to discussing the nature of horcruxes, the group had also discussed
    ways to destroy them. Only by using damage that is impossible to repair and being
    destroyed beyond any possible restoration could a horcrux be destroyed. This
    information made Harry's analysis, while not completely certain, very highly
    likely.

    Of the methods discussed to destroy the vile objects, only basilisk venom and
    fiendfyre were confirmed as methods certain to destroy a horcrux. There was
    a brief suggestion of going down into the Chamber of Secrets to retrieve the basilisk
    fangs from the slain creature, but before that was discussed too far, Dumbledore
    pulled out a hat. The Sorting Hat. Then he had Harry withdraw the Sword of Gryffindor
    and explained that the weapon would have the same properties as basilisk venom and
    could readily be used once any horcrux was discovered.

    Problem solved.

    "Well, that is two of seven," Ron said, "that's something at least."

    "Great. Now we just need to fortuitously locate a chart entitled 'Tom Riddle's Map
    of Secret Hidden Horcruxes' and we'll be set," Sirius grumbled.

    At which point lights went off in Hermione's mind and she had the sudden urge to
    raise her hand for a teacher to call upon her. She resisted that urge, but did not
    suppress her idea.

    "Why don't we make our own map?" she suggested. "After all, you two were partly
    responsible for creating the Marauder's map, weren't you Padfoot and Moony?"

    The aforementioned Padfoot and Moony looked at each other. Guilty as charged.

    "Well, that's not a bad idea, except the charm to create the map only worked with
    people. It was a variation on the hominem revelio charm, as I suspect you
    have already guessed," Remus explained.

    At this Dumbledore took interest. "May I see this map, if you have it in your
    possession?"

    Harry dutifully handed it over, explaining the required passwords to make the map
    display its and to deactivate it. The Headmaster chuckled at the jocular nature of
    the item, but was quite impressed by the spellwork that had gone into it.

    Hermione waved away Moony's concern. "I've recently been doing a bit of side
    research on thaumaturgical entanglement, and I'm sure that we can adjust the spells
    for the map to work on sympathetic properties rather than identitarian ones."

    "Then we'd only need one horcrux to be able to find the rest!" Harry exclaimed,
    receiving a nod from Hermione acknowledging that he had followed her idea.

    "I must say, Hermione," Remus Lupin said with genuine admiration, "when I said you
    were the brightest witch of your age, I was not exaggerating. I think even Lily would
    have had a difficult time keeping up with you."

    But Sirius shook his head. "I'm afraid it won't work. The Marauders Map only
    functions because we knew the area we were mapping to begin with. The base
    enchantment works off the detailed map of the school, it doesn't magically map that
    part out. And, unfortunately, we have no idea where in the world to look. The
    horcruxes might all be at Hogwarts, but they could also be in London, or India, or
    down at the bottom of the bloody ocean. "

    "Then why don't we make a Marauder's Atlas instead," Ron argued.

    "We'd have to make a magical map of the entire world!" Sirius retorted. "Do you
    know how long that would take?"

    "But we wouldn't need to make it too detailed," Ron replied, "just all
    the continents at first and a map of England since that's the most likely place he
    would have put them. When we know the general whereabouts of a horcux, then we can
    make a map of just that area, and then make a map of an even smaller area until the
    area is small enough for us to search."

    Sirius grinned. "That's genius!" he exclaimed, happy to have had his objections
    overcome.

    Harry's grin matched his godfather's, "Now if we can just get our hands on that
    snake…"

    "Actually," Dumbledore interrupted, "that will not be necessary. When Voldemort
    was making his horcruxes, he left one piece of his soul in a place where we know for
    certain."

    Everyone looked at Dumbledore expectantly, but Dumbledore simply kept his gaze
    fixed on Harry. It took a few seconds of disquieted puzzlement for Harry to figure it
    out.

    "Oh," Harry said, brushing his bangs away to better expose his scar. "That."

    Everyone all smiled at once.

    "As I was saying about Tom Riddle," Hermione said, "What. An. Idiot."
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    Chapter 32: Progress

    Harry Potter was losing. Badly.

    He was up against an enemy he couldn't overpower. In fact, Harry was constantly in
    danger of having his own shields ripped apart and his own curses and hexes were being
    handled with far too much ease. This was not a battle he could win by blasting away
    at his opponent or knocking them back by sheer will.

    He was up against an enemy who he also could not out-finesse. As much as he had
    learned from Flitwick, as good as he had gotten against even multiple opponents, the
    wizard he was facing was simply masterful, seemingly to flow around the battlefield
    and striking from angles Harry had not even thought were possible. Instead of calmly
    parrying and reposting magic with the tip of his wand as he had become accustomed to
    doing, he was diving and rolling desperately to avoid curses and was constantly
    feeling harried.

    Sirius and Remus had tried to prepare him for the unexpected, but the wizard he
    faced was more devious than the pair of them together. His environment was used
    against him, with furniture sprouting legs and arms then trying to restrain him, and
    with splinters from floorboards dislodged from the floor with a blasting hex
    transfigured into needles that were then banished towards him. The very floor and
    walls of the room they were in had even come alive to batter and upend him.

    But Harry Potter was not a quitter, and was not one to back down. He rolled
    sidewise and got to his feet with an athletic move earned from years of Quidditch
    practice, whipping his wand around with a blasting curse at the ready—and that was
    when a solid wave of water rushed in from a side door, sweeping him up to the
    ceiling, spinning uncontrollably upside down to splash down hard at his opponent's
    feet. The force of the fall jarred his elbow, and his wand went skittering away.

    Harry, gasping for breath, hair drenched from the torrent of water looked up at
    his foe.

    "I'm afraid, my boy, that is the end of our duel," Headmaster Dumbledore said
    looking down at him with an infuriatingly kind expression.

    Harry reached up and the much older man grasped his hand and helped him to his
    feet.

    "I think I did worse this time than before," Harry griped as he summoned his wand
    back to him with a motion of his hand and proceeded to try himself off. He found even
    that surprisingly difficult.

    "Ah," Dumbledore said, noticing Harry's struggle with his conjured water. He gave
    his wand the tiniest flick and the moisture that had held stubbornly on to Harry fell
    to the ground. "I think, Harry, you are confusing the result with your effort."

    That water attack could have killed him, suffocated him completely. It had been
    infused with Dumbledore's magic and once engulfed within it he would have had a
    difficult time extricating himself from it. Another lesson learned.

    "The first time I was able to hold you off a bit longer, Albus," Harry replied.
    "This time I didn't even last three minutes."

    "True, but the first time we dueled I used no transfiguration at all," Dumbledore
    said as he began repairing the ballroom where they had been battling. "And the second
    time I used it only defensively. This time I was nearly using all of my skill and yet
    it took some effort on my part to finally defeat you, which I will say, in my humble
    estimation, is quite remarkable."

    "For someone my age," Harry added.

    "For anyone, Harry. For anyone," the Headmaster responded, not above a little
    hubris. "I can see that you've incorporated much of my instruction into your
    approach. You're an excellent student, my boy, and already a fine wizard. I
    particularly liked that table leg you transfigured into a cobra and sent to attack me
    from behind."

    "You Vanished it, sir," Harry replied, still a bit glum from how handily he'd been
    defeated. "And it wouldn't work against Voldemort since he's a Parselmouth, too."

    "True," the elderly wizard answered. "I think next time you will make it more
    difficult for your constructs to be so easily dismissed, even if you only intend them
    as a distraction. And while a snake is perhaps not the best form for a golem intended
    to take down Tom, your use of your strengths against me shows the proper mindset you
    will need to beat him."

    The ballroom set back in order, Dumbledore and Harry began walking out together.
    When not completely devastated by curses and hexes, the largest room in the
    Mould-on-Wold Dumbledore estate was a fine place for hosting events. It was a shame
    that it had lain unused since death of Albus's father.

    As the pair were about to leave the large room, Harry turned to his mentor. "Thank
    you for the lesson, Professor," Harry said, holding up a finger to forestall the
    older man from reminding him to use his given name. "When you're acting as my
    teacher, I think it's only right to call you such."

    Dumbledore smiled, eyes twinkling. "Point well taken. Shall we proceed then to
    your Occlumency lesson, then, Mr. Potter?"

    Harry was about give the man a big grin and a cheeky retort when images flashed
    through his head and his scar started throbbing painfully. Harry reflexively put his
    hand to his scar and immediately started applying the mind arts to protect
    himself.

    "Are you alright, Harry?" Dumbledore asked with mild concern.

    Outside the doorway to the ballroom, Dumbledore quickly transfigured an ornamental
    chiffonier into a comfortable recliner for Harry to sit on. He frowned as the boy sat
    down, wincing as the pain redoubled. Then, Harry's face relaxed and his hand moved
    away from his scar.

    "I'm alright, Albus," he replied. "I think….I think Tom has become aware of our
    mental connection. This feels like he's trying to probe through the connection with
    Legilimency, but it's not working. He's frustrated…but I sense there's a hidden
    emotion as well."

    "He's still trying to break through the connection, through the piece of soul left
    inside of me, but there's no danger. I can seal off that part from the rest of me
    easily enough."

    Dumbledore frowned. "I was afraid of this. Your visions have managed to give the
    Order and the Ministry a great advantage over the past several months. Unfortunately,
    from now on everything you see in these visions must be viewed as highly
    suspect."

    Harry frowned. His glimpses into Voldemort's plans and even occasional visions of
    where he had been and what he had been of extremely valuable. He was loathe to give
    up something so clearly beneficial and lifesaving. Still, it wouldn't do to send the
    Order or aurors into a trap. However…

    "I know we can't be sure if future visions are a trick or not, but hear me out. If
    Voldemort doesn't know that we know that he knows about the connection, maybe we can
    use that to fool him instead?"

    "An excellent suggestion, my boy!" Dumbledore said with twinkling eyes.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Grimmauld Place was a very different place to what it had been when Harry had
    first moved in with Sirius. It had taken quite a while to undo what years of disuse
    and neglect had done to the place, but with Harry living there, Sirius had good cause
    to motivate Kreacher to make it a home. The old house-elf had gotten even more
    motivation once Dobby had shown up and Harry had, with some amusement, offered him
    employment during the time that Hogwarts was closed. It had become something of a
    competition, Kreacher working to restore the ancient glory of the House of Black and
    Dobby wanting to please the 'Great Harry Potter' out of personal loyalty.

    There were no longer any places in the house where doxies or boggarts might lurk,
    and the more dangerous objects and books had been disposed of or put away. In fact,
    where even not too long ago during the reorganization of the Order of the Phoenix
    there had been a mild pall and gloom that still hung in the air in the less commonly
    used rooms, there was now a feeling of lightness and cheer throughout the home. This
    was amplified by the gaily colored streamers that undulated around the drawing room,
    the brightly colored gifts set on the table, and the semi-harmonious sound of his
    friends and mentors singing.

    Harry couldn't help himself. He grinned like a fool.

    Ever since Sirius had been exonerated and Harry had moved in with his godfather,
    he'd celebrated his birthday and every holiday in style. And it never got old. After
    thirteen years of being denied such joys while being forced to watch his cousin's
    wanton consumption, it was the fact that he was receiving the love that made these
    occasions so sweet to him.

    "And this one is from Professor Dumbledore," Remus Lupin said with a warm smile as
    he handed a present wrapped in periwinkle tissue over to Harry.

    The tissue came undone easily beneath Harry's prying fingers to reveal a royal
    blue pentagonal box with golden brocade all around. With a bemused look on his face
    Harry looked up from his small pile of presents in front of him to the Headmaster who
    was sitting on the opposite side of the drawing room. The man had an inscrutable look
    on his face. Dumbledore had given him a Honeyduke's Chocolate Frog Card box?

    "Thanks, Albus," Harry offered.

    "Mate, like you need another one!" Ron said. "You've only got the whole collection
    three times over!"

    "Ron!" Hermione scolded. "It's the thought that counts."

    "And, well, you can never have too many," Harry added cheerfully. "You never know
    if you'll get one of the rarer ones." Harry quickly opened the box, snatching the
    chocolate frog from out of the air mid-leap. The chocolate he split with Ron and
    Hermione, and then he pulled the collectible card from the box.

    "Well, Harry, who did you get?" Sirius asked, a tad too innocently.

    Harry didn't answer. He was too busy gaping like a fish.

    "Merlin's hat!" Ron exclaimed. "It's a Harry Potter: Triwizard Champion card!
    You've got your own Chocolate Frog card! You're like, officially,
    really famous now!"

    Hermione rolled her eyes. "Ron, Harry's not famous for being on the Chocolate Frog
    card, he's on the Chocolate Frog card because he's famous."

    "I thought you might enjoy having the first one of the new edition, Harry,"
    Dumbledore said with a smile. "Unfortunately, the rules of the Triwizard Tournament
    allow for your likeness to be used for publicity without needing your or the school's
    consent, which may offend both your sense of modesty and fairness, but I dare say the
    honor is richly deserved."

    "Hear, hear!" Arthur Weasley loudly proclaimed and every glass of butterbeer in
    the room, save Harry's own, was lifted into the air in agreement.

    There were a few more presents for Harry to open, an amazing witch-made cake from
    Mrs. Weasley and some of Florean Fortescue's ice cream to eat, and then there was the
    ceremonial casting of rictumsempra on the birthday boy, which Sirius and
    Remus both solemnly swore was a real, actual, not at all made-up wizarding birthday
    tradition. Harry swore his revenge through fits of laughter, and then the guests
    began to leave one-by-one, each wishing him a happy sixteenth birthday.

    Once the group was down to just six, Sirius pulled out one final gift.

    "This one, Harry," Sirius announced, "is from Remus, Hermione, and myself. And no
    small contribution from James, posthumously."

    A leather-bound tome the size of a sea chart was laid on the drawing room table in
    front of Harry.

    "We proudly present," Hermione said, gesturing to the over-sized book.

    "Tom Riddles Guide to the Missing Parts of His Soul," the three said in
    unison.

    "Marvelous!" Dumbledore said as he quickly examined the object in front of him.
    "Miss Granger, you should consider repeating this project, though with a far less
    verboten topic, as part of your NEWT studies. It would most assuredly be worthy of
    top marks."

    Harry was no less impressed by his godfather's and friends' ingenuity. He was also
    touched that his father's previous work on the Marauder's map had played such a major
    role in the creation of this item.

    "So, how does it work?" Harry asked.

    "Well," Hermione explained, taking the familiar role of expositor of knowledge,
    "it will require a piece of the whole of something to be found, in this case,
    Voldemort's soul. It will need to be placed on the cover of the book inside the
    visible runes. Though, how we're supposed to get a piece of that sould out of you,
    I'm not really sure."

    Harry nodded. "No worries. I've already considered that and the solution is
    actually simple: Memories are an aspect of the soul."

    He touched the tip of his wand to his scar and slowly, carefully, pulled a thin
    inky strand from the lightning mark on his forehead. The black substance wriggled and
    writhed on the edge of his wand before he carefully placed it on the center of the
    book cover. There was a sudden jerking of the object, but then the cursed memory sank
    into the tome.

    "Now what?" Harry asked.

    Remus examined the book briefly, then nodded, satisfied that the map book would
    work as designed. "You'll need to place your hand on the map you wish to check and
    say, 'locus revelio' which will reveal if there is a connected horcrux
    anywhere in that area of the world. After that, well, it depends on the results and
    if a horcrux is located in a place mapped out here."

    Harry took the large tome and opened it to the first page, which was a highly
    detailed world map.

    "Locus revelio!"

    It took a few seconds, but immediately a large red dot formed directly over Great
    Britain. This was no surprise. What was a little surprising was that no other dots
    appeared in any other location. Harry was about to flip the page, but before he even
    touched it, the pages turned of their own accord to a map of England, Scotland, and
    Wales. Harry put his hand on the page and almost instantly several dots appeared. One
    large one was over London, a smaller one was located somewhere in Yorkshire, and yet
    another was in south-west part of England, Wiltshire if Harry wasn't mistaken, and a
    final one was located in Scotland.

    Sirius whistled. "Four. That's most of them."

    "We'll have to define the maps for the ones not in London," Hermione said. "We
    have blank pages all prepared for once we narrow down the other locations. We only
    included London area because magical maps were already available. If you touch the
    location dot, it will take you to the corresponding page."

    Harry touched the London dot and several pages flipped, revealing a map of the
    city and surrounding areas. Harry put his hand on the page and two dots appeared,
    very close together, both in central London. Again the pages turned and now the two
    dots appeared significantly further apart.

    "It looks like one of them is located somewhere in either Diagon Alley or
    Knockturn Alley," Remus remarked, pointing to the dot near Charing Cross.

    Harry nodded and touched that one. When he touched the page, there was an audible
    gasp.

    "Gringotts," Dumbledore remarked. "That will prove to be quite a challenge."

    "Right, well, first let's see about the other one in London. Maybe it will be
    easier," Harry said hopefully.

    He flipped the page back to the larger London city map and put his finger on the
    dot there. The map book flipped to a map showing a section of the city Harry found
    quite familiar: the area around King's Cross station.

    "He wouldn't have put one on Platform 9 ¾ would he?" Harry asked. "That would be
    too likely for someone to just stumble on it, wouldn't it?"

    When Harry touched the page, his doubt was proved correct. Indeed, the dot
    corresponding to the horcrux location was in a section several blocks over. Harry
    tapped the dot and the pages turned to the Islington borough, but this time when he
    touched the map, no dot showed up.

    "That's odd," Harry remarked. "It showed us exactly where the horcrux was when it
    was in Gringotts. Why wouldn't this one show up on the page?"

    "Harry," Hermione said, pointing to a particular street on the map, "I think it's
    because the place the horcrux is located is Unplottable."

    Harry slapped himself on the forehead. "Of course. Because it's right here, in
    Grimmauld Place." He gave a sigh. "Me."

    Hermione shook her head. "No, Harry, it can't be. That was the first obstacle we
    had to overcome when designing the map. We had to exclude the horcrux in your scar or
    else it would obscure any results. There has to be another horcrux here, in your and
    Sirius's home."

    Sirius sucked in his breath. He had always known his family had a dark tradition
    but he hadn't suspected them of actually housing one of Voldemort's horcruxes.

    Remus frowned. "I find this just a bit odd. I know you've cleaned this house top
    to bottom trying to rid it of every cursed or dark object that you could. I'm sure
    you would have uncovered it by now."

    "Personally, I hope it's the portrait of my mother, Walburga," Sirius said with a
    grin. "I say we burn it off with Fiendfyre, just to be sure."

    "Perhaps," Dumbledore suggested, "it was not found because it was intentionally
    hidden from you. Someone you perhaps would not notice."

    An angry glint appeared in Sirius's eyes. "Kreacher!" he called.

    There was a small popping sound and the aged house-elf appeared, an unhappy scowl
    on his face. "The ungrateful blood-traitor master calls?"

    Sirius fixed the diminutive elf with a harsh stare. "Tell me, Kreacher, and do not
    lie or attempt to hide the truth. Have you been trying to withhold certain dark
    objects from me, keeping them out of sight?"

    At Sirius's request, the house-elf's eyes bugged out and he began to twist his own
    ears, a strangled sound coming from his throat. "Y-yess," he answered.

    "Where?" Sirius demanded.

    Again, Kreacher convulsed as he attempted to resist the compulsion demanding that
    he obey Sirius's order.

    There was another pop, and then Dobby, proudly wearing one of Harry's socks,
    appeared in front of the group. "Dobby knows!" he proclaimed. "Kreacher is being a
    bad elf! Hiding dark magic from the great Harry Potter and Harry Potter's noble
    godfather! Dobby will show you!"

    That broke Kreacher out his struggle, a growl escaping from the misshapen
    creature's mouth. "You will not be taking Master Regulus's locket! You bad elf!" And
    then he snapped his finger, causing Dobby to be knocked backwards.

    Harry quickly went to Dobby's side, helping the small creature up. "Are you okay,
    Dobby?" At the house-elf's grateful nod, Harry then turned angrily to Kreacher. "Do
    not attack my friend, Kreacher!"

    At that, Kreacher's face was filled with shock and Dobby went into hysterics over
    being declared Harry's friend. That a wizard would consider a house-elf a friend...it
    was unfathomable to either elf.

    "Kreacher, you will bring the locket here and you will do nothing to prevent us
    from destroying it, do you hear me?" Sirius ordered.

    A that Kreacher went stock still, looking up at Sirius as if he had never before
    seen him. "Master Sirius will destroy Master Regulus's locket? Master Sirirus knows
    how?"

    "Yes," Sirius snarled, "We are going to destroy it. Now bring it here!"

    And then Kreacher surprised Sirius. He bowed to him. Not mockingly. Not in a
    forced manner, but sincerely and respectfully.

    Kreacher retrieved the locket and then Harry took the Sword of Gryffindor, which
    Dumbledore provided, and stabbed the thing. It was not such a simple task, as the
    locket attempted to defend itself with illusory threats and promises, but Harry found
    brushing such attempts at compulsion child's play to brush off. In the end, all that
    was left of the horcrux was a hunk of useless metal lying in the middle of the
    floor.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    After hearing a newly cooperative Kreacher's tale of how he had been tasked with
    destroying the locket by his former master, Sirius was left feeling pained at the
    loss of his brother and retreated upstairs to revisit Regulus's old room. Hermione,
    Remus, and Ron all departed on their own leaving Dumbledore alone with Harry to
    discuss plans for the future efforts to destroy the remaining horcruxes.

    "Did you sense anything through your scar?" Dumbledore asked. "Was there any
    reaction from Tom?"

    Harry shook his head. There had been nothing. No sense at all that Voldemort had
    realized what had happened. The loss of that fragment of his soul had not set off any
    alarm in the dark wizard. This would make the rest of their plan that much
    easier.

    "Very good, Harry, very good."

    Harry was quiet for a few seconds as he looked at the wizened wizard whose white
    beard reached down to his belly. He'd had a thought after one of their increasingly
    frequent training sessions and it had stuck with him.

    "Something troubling you, Harry?" the Headmaster asked.

    "I'm sorry, sir," Harry replied after a short pause. "There's something I want to
    ask, but I'm afraid it might be….rude."

    "Ah. An indelicate topic. Please, Harry, do ask your question. I will endeavor to
    not be offended by whatever it is you want to ask me."

    Harry quickly drew an intake of breath, then began. "Well, sir, after dueling both
    you and Vold—Tom Riddle, even though my battle with him was for a much shorter
    time—well it seems to me that you're more than a little stronger than him. And
    better…"

    "So, you want to know why it is that I am not the one who will face him,"
    Dumbledore supplied.

    "Well, yes, exactly," Harry said, feeling chagrined to even broach the subject.
    "Everyone says that you're the one person Tom fears, which would be such an
    advantage. And you are just magically strong. I can feel that. You'd win. I'm sure of
    it."

    Albus Dumbledore nodded. "I am afraid, that I am perhaps, something of a coward,
    Harry."

    Harry Potter was dumbstruck by that declaration. He looked at the elderly wizard
    for several seconds before shaking his head. "No, I don't believe it. I've seen you
    fight Voldemort twice already, and you weren't cowardly at all."

    "Oh, that is true," the Headmaster of Hogwarts replied. "I am not afraid of
    fighting Tom. Not at all. Indeed, I've faced Tom Riddle seventeen times now, at my
    count and each time he has been forced to flee." Dumbledore spoke with no trace of
    pride at that. "I am not cowardly in that I am afraid of dying, that would be a great
    adventure! What I am afraid of is killing. It…isn't in me to do it. Not ever
    again."

    Harry frowned. "But…you defeated Gindelwald."

    "Locked away. At the height of his power, he threatened the world, and yet I could
    not bring myself to destroy him. It was fortunate that he was loathe to destroy me as
    well, or I might not have been able to subdue him.

    "Remember, Harry, back to your first year at Hogwarts? When you stood in front of
    the Mirror of Erised and asked me what it was that I saw?"

    Harry, of course, remembered. "You said socks."

    "Yes, but I never told you what those socks meant. Or who else was in that
    reflection."

    And so, Dumbledore told Harry all about his sister, Ariana, about his attraction
    to Gellert Gindelwald and the man's ambitions, and about the tragic accident that
    made Dumbledore unable to use magic to kill anyone or anything. He poured out his
    heart in the story, and apologized again to Harry for letting his parents die.

    "If it were not for my cowardice, Harry, I would have stopped Tom from committing
    so may dark deeds, so many murders. Had I been strong enough, I would have ended the
    threat of 'Voldemort' long ago, long before your parents lost their lives to his
    murderous appetite."

    Harry wanted to object that he wasn't a killer either, but then he remembered all
    the times he had been forced to destroy. There was the troll in their first year,
    then Quirrel. After that he'd killed the basilisk and a memory of Tom Riddle,
    essentially killing a piece of him. Since then he'd blasted Death Eaters with hexes
    that could tear them to pieces, even though his aim was always to stun and
    incapacitate. Yes, he could kill if he had to. If the lives of people were at stake,
    he could do it.

    But it was not something he loved, and when he looked at Albus Dumbledore, he
    didn't see a coward, but someone who abhorred the loss of life. Even an enemy's. And
    he felt that if this was a fault at all, it was not worth blaming.

    After a moment, Harry put his arm around the Headmaster of Hogwarts and gave him a
    big hug.

    "You know what, Albus? Of all your failings, of all the things that you did to
    burden me or others, intentional or not, I'm the most okay with this one."
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    Ron Weasley stared across the Gryffindor common room with a bemused expression on
    his face. Sitting together on one of the comfortable sofas were the two people he
    knew best in the world, but it seemed as if he were seeing them for the first time.
    Harry Potter, his best mate, was chatting and laughing with Hermione Granger, Ron's
    one-time girlfriend. The pair were so comfortable together, talking easily, full of
    happiness in each other's company.

    It was more than just affection. They were in love.

    Just a few years ago, this would have set Ron on edge. The green-eyed monster of
    jealousy would have sent him into an irrational rage as his territorial instincts
    would have kicked in. Hermione, was, after all, a girl. An attractive, pretty one he
    had begun to notice sometime around fourth year, and so it was only natural for him
    to have turned his attention to the young witch. So, for Ron to see just how close
    the pair were, to really see it, it would have sent him over the edge.

    But that was then.

    Now, Ron wondered how he had never noticed it. When Hermione looked at Harry, she
    had a fond expression in her eyes that seemed familiar to him but it took a bit for
    him to place. But before long, Ron realized what it was—it was the same look his mum
    gave his dad from time to time, the one that was soft and warm. Besotted. Harry, for
    his part, had the habit of stealing looks at Hermione when her attention was
    elsewhere. Harry didn't even realize he was doing it.

    Neither of them did.

    It had felt good to be Hermione's boyfriend for the short while he had, before
    that fateful day at Hogsmeade. It had been nice to have Hermione hold his hand, give
    him her attention, and let everyone know that they were together. It was validating.
    And if it weren't for the Death Eaters attacking that day, maybe they'd still be
    dating.

    But the Ron Weasley who was looking at the two now had been through experiences
    that last year's Ron Weasley couldn't, with the limited range of his emotional
    maturity, have understood in the least. This Ron realized how much better Harry and
    Hermione fit together than he could ever hope to. This Ron had nearly lost his best
    mates friendship, had felt the pain of loss, and had learned to treasure what he had
    and not need to envy others.

    And so it was that the red headed Gryffindor stood up and crossed the common room
    to stand just in front the pair.

    "Harry. Hermione. You know, you two will make a great couple."

    At Ron's approach, the two had turned their attention to him, their expressions
    expectant. At his words, their expressions immediately reddened half in embarrassment
    and half in defensiveness.

    "Look, Ron, it's not…" Harry started protesting as Hermione started her own
    protestations. "Ron, we're just sitting and talking! Boys. Honestly."

    Ron gave his friends a big grin. "That's just it, you're just sitting and talking.
    The two of you ought to be snogging each other."

    Any idea that Ron was mad at them was destroyed by his cheery expression, but that
    left the pair sputtering at the suggestion itself.

    "Ron, you prat! She's not interested in me that way!"

    "Harry would never think of doing something like that with me!"

    Ron grinned as the two looked at the two of them as they each realized what the
    other had said and stumbled awkwardly over trying to express how, yes, the actually
    would be interested in each other. "Well, my work here is done," Ron said and walked
    back across the Gryffindor common room.

    Harry looked at Hermione, a sheepish smile on his face. "Well," the young wizard
    said, "He is a seer. Who are we to argue?"

    Hermione shook her head in amusement at the absurd situation, a smile on her face.
    Then she took Harry's hand. "I guess there's only one way to find out if he's
    right."

    And then she kissed him.
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    Chapter 33: The Death Chamber

    Professor Severus Snape had not died. Nor had he succumbed to some strange, crazy
    accident where he lost a limb, his memories, his magic, or his reputation.

    Normally, this would not be a surprising fact.

    Even as a spy in Voldemort's ranks, playing the part of a "double agent" in
    Dumbledore's employ, pretending to secretly feed information to The Dark Lord while
    actually doing just the opposite, it was really no surprise that Severus had not been
    discovered and murdered in some macabre fashion. Severus was perfect as a spy, and as
    hard as it might be for his detractors (such as Sirius Black) to admit, a highly
    competent wizard and a nearly perfect occlumens. No, as difficult as Severus
    Snape's role was, he was equal to the task.

    The reason why it actually was shocking that he had not met some grim fate is that
    for the past year he had taken up the position of Defense Against the Dark Arts
    teacher at Hogwarts. This was a post which had for decades been cursed so powerfully
    that no teacher had managed to remain in the job for a second consecutive year, most
    of the previous holders of the position falling afoul of something dreadful and often
    fatal partway through their term. Yet, here he was, back teaching the Sixth and
    Seventh years the subject once more, as hale and healthy as someone of his
    constitution could be expected to be.

    Perhaps it was because this year he had taken the title of Senior Defense
    Against the Dark Arts teacher, the black haired potions master mused as he mixed the
    ingredients for an exstimulo potion, watching as the concoction turned a
    satisfying dark blue. Or perhaps it was because he did not use the same office this
    year, instead working out of the Head of Slytherin House office. Severus let the thin
    smile on his face turn into a smirk as he thought of who was occupying the
    potentially cursed Defense Against the Dark Arts office this year.

    Junior Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher, Harry Potter. Perhaps the
    curse would take hold of that dratted boy, and then it would all be on Albus
    Dumbledore for causing such an arrangement in the first place. His hands would be
    clean.

    As he thought of James Potter's son, the smirk disappeared. His "junior assistant"
    would undoubtedly throw off any curse that attempted to harm him. The boy—if a wizard
    of his strength could really be termed such—had surprised him with his growth and
    power. And worst of all, Severus had to admit Harry Potter was competent,
    well-mannered, and not at all insufferable. Which meant his feelings of loathing
    towards James Potter's son were entirely irrational and undeserved.

    He probably was doing it on purpose.

    "Professor!" Harry Potter exclaimed as he burst into his office.

    Perhaps Severus should reconsider his opinion of the boy's manners.

    "It comes as no surprise to me that your degenerate of a godfather has not seen to
    instill proper decorum in you, Potter, but I will not have you bursting into my
    office chambers—"

    "It's Voldemort!" Potter replied flatly, his hand going up to massage the scar on
    his forehead.

    In years past, Severus might have taken that act as a sign of Harry's need for
    attention, drawing everyone's gaze to the mark that had made him famous. Severus had
    detested that the boy would attempt to elicit sympathy by such an obvious display,
    and had even more detested how unsophisticated a ploy it had been. Now that Severus
    Snape had been made aware that there was a literal psychic connection between Potter
    and the Dark Lord focused through the scar, however, he no longer felt contempt for
    the act. Instead, he was alarmed.

    Severus rose from his desk and quickly hurried over to Potter. "What has
    happened?" he demanded. The potions master locked his dark eyes on the younger
    wizard—not attempting legilmency—rather searching the boy's expression.
    "What did you see?"

    "He's taken Sirius!"

    There was a part of Severus Snape's heart that thrilled at that answer, at the
    prospect of Sirius Black in the hands of the Dark Lord. If anyone deserved the
    cruelty that Voldemort could inflict, it was that man. But, this was not a time for
    petty revenge, and the greater part of Severus Snape pushed that churlish impulse
    aside to focus on the task at hand. First, he must discern if this vision was
    credible—perhaps this was a ploy from the Dark Lord. Dumbledore had confided in him
    that Sirius was off on a secret mission for the Order, which he had then dutifully
    informed Voldemort of (just as Dumbledore had instructed), so there was a possibility
    that Black's capture was genuine.

    "Details, Potter. Where does the Dark Lord have him?" Snape tried to keep the
    snideness out of his voice, though not very successfully.

    Harry Potter related the scenes from his vision with anxious haste, describing the
    feeling of glee in Voldemort's heart as he appeared out of the shadows from behind
    and captured Sirius Black with a debilitating cruciatus curse. Then the
    scene changed and Voldemort, along with a few Death Eaters, were dragging Sirius into
    a large room—the Hall of Prophecies inside the Ministry of Magic Department of
    Mysteries—and were torturing him for information on the Trelawney prophecy stored
    there. The description was disjointed, as to be expected from such a vision, but the
    explanation of the feelings of glee seemed somewhat artificial.

    There was a chance Sirius Black was truly captured, but to Severus Snape's
    analytical mind, it seemed more likely that this were a gambit of the Dark Lord.
    Voldemort would gladly give up knowledge of the link between he and Potter, which he
    was unaware that the Headmaster had already known, for the opportunity to obtain the
    prophecy. The timing was too coincidental with the Headmaster out of the school and
    the details of Black's mission unknown, but the possibility remained that the vision
    was real and the Dark Lord was merely allowing to images to come to Potter as
    bait.

    "I will handle this, Potter. The Headmaster is away but I can contact
    him," Severus said, drawing his wand and preparing to summon his patronus. "The
    Order—"

    "There's no time!" Harry exclaimed, already heading towards the door. "Sirius
    needs me right now! I'm going myself. You let the Order know and send help after
    me."

    Of all the dunderheaded ideas Harry Potter had ever entertained, this was, by far
    the most foolish, most Gryffindorish of all. Only an absolute imbecile would rush in
    so recklessly. Even were Potter capable of fighting the Dark Lord evenly, which
    Severus Snape was highly doubtful of no matter the boy's prodigious growth, Potter
    would be walking directly into a trap and be at an enormous disadvantage. This was
    exactly what Voldemort wanted.

    "Don't be a fool," Severus hissed, grabbing the younger wizard by the arm. "While
    it is possible that your godfather is being held by the Dark Lord—"

    Harry pulled his arm away from the potions master and fixed the older wizard with
    a determined stare. "We all have our role to play here, Snape. I have mine, and you
    have yours. I'm going to do mine….you, do what you must."

    And then Potter walked out the door, leaving Snape to gape after him.

    Snape's eyes narrowed. Either his junior assistant was acting like he was exactly
    the kind of fool he had always thought him to be, or he had become the same kind of
    ruthless manipulator Dumbledore was. Either way, it was sufficient justification for
    his hate of James Potter's son. That was, at least, some comfort.

    Severus Snape closed his eyes and focused his occlumency inward on his
    thoughts and memories. Carefully, he pushed away his suspicions that Potter was aware
    that his visions were being manipulated, focusing on his loyal service to the Dark
    Lord. He breathed deeply and opened his eyes. After just a second's pause, he pulled
    out a quill and parchment and scratched out a message .

    "Tikky," Snape called out.

    A small strange looking creature with floppy ears appeared. "Is Master Snapesees
    needing something?" the Hogwarts house-elf asked.

    "Yes," the Senior Defense Against the Dark Arts professor replied. "Take this
    letter. Wait ten minutes, and then deliver it to the Headmaster, no matter where he
    is."

    The creature bobbed its head and took the proffered letter. "Tikky will deliver
    the letter to Master Albus Dumbldore as Master Snapesees says."

    When the house-elf left, Severus Snape collected himself and headed to the floo.
    His master would need to know this, he repeated in his mind. Throwing a
    handful of floo-powder down, he said "Malfoy Manor" and vanished in a flash of green
    flames.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Harry Potter took a deep breath after stepping out of Snape's office. Severus
    Snape may be a greasy, hateful git, but he was observant and never easy to fool.
    Harry felt ever-so-slightly guilty that he would not be letting the man know that he
    was fully aware that Sirius was safe. Checking with Sirius in their two-way mirror
    was the first thing he had done after that disturbing dream. Contacting Dumbledore
    himself was the second thing he had done.

    Now Harry prepared himself for what was sure to be a rather difficult encounter.
    While he was confident that help from the Order of the Phoenix would arrive on time,
    he was also sure that fooling the Death Eaters would be difficult enough and a direct
    confrontation with the dark wizards would be likely. Even knowing what he did about
    magic, this was as a dangerous mission he was about to undertake.

    Harry made his way back to his Defense Against the Dark Arts office. From there,
    he would use the floo network to travel directly to the Ministry of Magic. Though
    after hours there was a minimal security staff, Harry was certain that the Death
    Eaters would already have handled that for him. It was just a matter of flooing in
    and—

    "And where exactly do you think you are going, Harry Potter?" a voice called out,
    sending a warning chill down Harry's spine.

    Harry waved his hand and a disillusionment charm collapsed, revealing two people
    he had hoped to avoid running across this night. Hermione Granger and Ron Weasley
    were revealed standing there, Hermione with her hands on her hips and Ron with a
    rather smug "caught you" look on his face.

    "Well, to my office, of course," Harry answered gesturing towards the door of the
    office that was rightfully his.

    "At midnight?" Hermione asked imperiously, "after a nightmare you had that was so
    horrible you called out in your sleep, waking Ron? After conjuring a patronus in the
    middle of your bedroom?"

    Harry shrugged his shoulders sheepishly. "Um….yes?"

    "Harry, mate, did you think I wouldn't notice you casting a patronus
    charm or talking to Sirius and then Dumbledore? Really?" Ron asked with a tsking
    sound. "When I tell my brothers how sloppy you were, getting caught by me, they are
    going to be so disappointed in you."

    Harry sighed. This was going to be dangerous. Very dangerous. And while he had
    faith that his two best friends could handle themselves against adult wizards, even
    Death Eaters, he had no intention of risking them when he could just go himself and
    they would stay safe.

    "Look, guys, I know you two can take care of yourself, but what I'm about to do is
    really, really dangerous, and…"

    "And you think we are going to let you go risk yourself without anyone to go with
    you?" Hermione asked giving Harry a hard stare.

    "I won't be alone there for long," Harry argued. "The Order already knows."

    "We are part of the Order," Hermione retorted, "or did you
    forget?"

    "Besides," Ron added, "do you think the Death Eaters will really believe you are
    going to go into this alone? Without the two of us? If you really want to convince
    them that you're giving up Professor Trelawney's prophecy, they're going to have to
    believe this is real. And the best chance of that is if we all three go
    together."

    Harry hesitated. The Death Eaters seeing through this ruse was something he had
    considered. If Voldemort suspected that Dumbledore wanted him to hear the whole
    prophecy, if he even suspected the nature of prophecy, that would endanger the entire
    plan. But weighed against the lives of his best friends?

    "Would you let one of us go into danger without you?" Ron demanded, seeing Harry's
    hesitation. "Mates don't let mates face certain doom alone, Harry. So, am I your best
    mate or not?"

    Before Harry had a chance to even try to answer that, Hermione looked him right in
    the eyes and added, "And am I your girlfriend, or not?"

    Harry couldn't tell how serious she was, but he was not about to risk losing his
    relationship with her. He threw up his hands and led them into to his office.
    "Together then," he said as he grabbed the floo powder.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    The Ministry of Magic was eerily empty, the security at the entrance of the hall
    was unmanned, just as Harry had expected. The trio of friends made their way to the
    elevators which would take them to the Department of Mysteries and the Hall of
    Prophecy. The three of them were fortunate to have previously made the trip with the
    Headmaster and so were familiar with how to navigate the intentionally confusing Room
    of Doors.

    As they stepped into the Hall of Prophecies, Harry immediately felt the a darkness
    that had not been there before. Shadowy smoke billowed along the chambers walls and
    covered the floor and ceiling. He felt an uneasy, murky feeling of dread begin to
    steal over him.

    "Wands out. The dark mist is trying to make us fearful," Harry told his friends.
    "Use occlumency to block out its effects."

    Doing that himself, he pushed the influence of the mist outside of his mind,
    though he could still feel it all around him, Harry could tell it was designed so
    that a simple finite incantatum would not suffice, but he expected it would
    not be too difficult to dispel. Letting the mist remain would probably help sell the
    ruse that he would be willing to give up the prophecy.

    "Follow me. The place I saw Sirius is just up ahead."

    The three made their way through the numerous rows of shelves until they came to a
    familiar intersection, where Sybil Trelawney's prophecies resided. When they arrived,
    there was nothing there but darkness. Lots of darkness.

    Harry scowled at the shadows. "Come out, Death Eaters. I can sense where you
    are."

    Four areas where the mist was thickest faded away, revealing four black robed
    wizards with silvery-white masks obscuring their faces. The four dark wizards moved
    to box in the three Hogwarts students.

    "Where's Sirius?" Harry asked, unperturbed by their movements.

    One of the dark robed figures spoke, its voice altered by a spell to sound more
    menacing, while remaining unrecognizable. "Sirius Black refused to reveal information
    on the prophecy concerning the Dark Lord," the Death Eater said with a hiss. "He has
    been taken to the Death Chamber where he will die….unless you retrieve the prophecy
    for the Dark Lord."

    Harry extended one hand towards the Death Eater ahead of him and to the left,
    sending the figure to crumple to the ground with a silent depulso. With his
    wand hand, he brought the one who had spoken to his knees with a whisper of
    poena, using man's guilt for his own misdeeds to wrack him with pain.

    Ron and Hermione were a half second behind Harry, but their twin stupefy charms
    were faster than the Death Eaters' reactions and those two collapsed as well. Without
    an opponent left to cast rennervate, it was safe to leave them stunned.

    Harry approached the downed Death Eater and glared at the kneeling wizard.
    "Release Sirius, now."

    The man visibly moaned in pain, the searing of his conscience translating into
    physical pain. Though hardly on the level of the cruciatus, the
    poena hex was certainly still effective against those who were wicked yet
    still had a sense of remorse.

    "I—can't, Potter….please…." the man struggled, the voice modulation making the
    pleading almost comical. Harry, not being the vindictive type, eased up the pressure
    from the hex. "The only way you can save him is to get the prophecy. Then they'll let
    him go."

    "Harry," Ron said, "You've got to. He's your godfather."

    Harry stood there a moment, then threw his hands up. "Fine!" He stalked over to
    the shelf where the prophecy was held and took it from its spot, automatically
    nullifying the protections on the orb. He held it up for the Death Eater to see.

    "Ok, Potter," the Death Eater said, extending his hands. "Give it to me and I'll
    go tell them to release Sirus Black. I swear it."

    Harry shook his head. "Bring me to where Sirius is and I'll hand over the orb. Not
    until then."

    The man shuddered, the effects of the punishment hex Harry had used still
    affecting him. "If you hand over the prophecy orb they'll let him go; that was the
    plan they told me. But if you caused trouble….well….it's a trap there for you,
    Potter. They plan to kill ya there if you go to the Death chamber."

    "Trap or no trap, you will take me there," Harry demanded, pointing his wand back
    towards the downed Death Eater, once more increasing the pain of the man's misdeeds
    to intolerable levels.

    "Ok, ok!"

    Harry, Ron, and Hermione took the wands of the three downed Death Eaters and bound
    them with an incarcerous spell before following the last remaining Death
    Eater back to the Room of Doors where they would go to the Death Chamber. As soon as
    they stepped into the place, Harry began to hear whispers.

    "Potter brought it," the Death Eater called out as soon as he was in earshot. The
    man, also relieved of his wand, scampered off to the side. Harry and his friends
    entered, wands at the ready.

    The Death Chamber was one of several areas within the Department of Mysteries
    Harry had never been. The large rectangular room was filled with benches, as if it
    were some sort of amphitheater which all led down to a pit in the middle of the room.
    An ancient stone archway stood in the middle, with nothing holding it up and an odd,
    tattered black cloth hanging in the middle. Harry could hear the whispers coming from
    there, but could not make out what was being said.

    But this was not the time to think about mysteries like that.

    In front of the archway were three figures, each bound with rope, and a dozen
    robed and masked Death Eaters flanked them. All but one wore the same garb, the last,
    a female with a pale complexion, dark sunken eyes that were nonetheless bright with
    madness, and long, dark curly hair that cascaded around her. Harry recognized her
    from photographs his godfather had shown him after her escape from Azkaban: Bellatrix
    Lestrange. Voldemort's most trusted lieutenant and most deadly of followers.

    "Hand over the prophecy, boy," Bellatrix said with a demanding tone. "And then I
    will release dear old Sirius to you."

    The central figure certainly looked like Sirius, but Harry would have known from
    the look of fear on the man's face and the lack of concern for him that it was a fake
    even if he hadn't already known his godfather had not been captured. They had
    probably used polyjuice potion, judging by how the man's mouth had been sealed shut,
    as were the mouths of the other two captives.

    "Mum!" Ron called out in shock and anger, recognizing Molly Weasley as the captive
    on the left.

    The third captive was another familiar face: Mad-Eye Moody. Harry put a
    restraining hand on his best friend, keeping him from charging forward. The two made
    eye contact and Harry shook his head ever-so-slightly. He hoped his friend would be
    clued in.

    "Release them, Lestrange," Harry answered. "Do that and I swear I will give you
    the prophecy, but not before."

    At that, Bellatrix's eyes lit up even further. "Oooh, looks like Potter knows how
    to play! Little, ickle Potter."

    And then she pointed her wand at the false Sirius and called out
    "Crucio!"

    The man screamed and thrashed in his bindings. It was then that Harry caught sight
    of the uniform under the man's robe and realized who he was: Eric Munch, the guard
    who should have been on duty at the security desk. The other two captives were likely
    also Ministry personnel unfortunate enough to be captured.

    Harry held up the orb, getting Bellatrix's attention, ending the torture.

    "Hurt any of them again, for even one second, and I will smash it!" Harry shouted.
    "How will your 'Dark Lord' feel when he finds out you failed him?" Harry asked. "I
    actually have a pretty good idea." Harry tapped his head to his scar and smiled
    thinly.

    Bellatrix glared at him furiously. "You wouldn't!"

    Harry lit up his wand with a blasting curse held in its tip. "Try me," he
    countered.

    After a moment's hesitation, Bellatrix threw her head back and cackled. "Seems
    Potter has more a spine to him then I thought. Cut them loose," she ordered. "But if
    that prophecy is not in my hand before they get halfway to the steps, we'll kill them
    all."

    Three of the masked Death Eaters moved to cut the bindings of the captives, each
    of the transformed guards scrambling to get away from the dark wizards as fast as
    they could. Seeing their release, Harry held up the prophecy orb and let it fly
    slowly over to Bellatrix's waiting fingers using the levitation charm he learned from
    Flitwick in his first year. As soon as her fingers were on the prophecy, Harry
    erected a shield that extended behind the polymorphed guards.

    "Get out of the Ministry!" he told them as they tried to stop and thank him. He
    unbound their mouths with a single flick of his wand, and urged them on their
    way.

    "Harry, we should get out of here," Hermione suggested.

    "Oh, you won't be going anywhere," Bellatrix said with a laugh, and green flame
    erupted around the room, cutting them off from the exits the captives had just gone
    through.

    That was when there were several flashes of white light, and a half dozen members
    of the Order of the Phoenix appeared, apparating into the Death Chamber with
    their bodies partially transformed into pillars of light. The arrival of Sirius Black
    and Mad-Eye Moody let Harry release a breath he hadn't known he had been holding. It
    was one thing to know in his mind that the vision from Voldemort had been faked, it
    was a different one to know in his heart that his godfather was safe. Remus Lupin,
    Nymphadora Tonks, Kingsley Shacklebolt, and Molly Weasley were the remainder of the
    reinforcements.

    Severus had done his job perfectly.

    "Dumbledore will be here a bit later," Shacklebolt informed them. "He had business
    with the goblins that couldn't be delayed, but he'll be here."

    Harry nodded. He didn't expect to need the Headmaster.

    But he was wrong.

    Harry had expected the remaining Death Eaters to leave as soon as the Order
    arrived. The plan to get the prophecy to Voldemort had succeeded. The dark wizards
    had what they wanted, so it was only logical that they would disapparate and
    escape.

    He hadn't counted on Bellatrix and several of the most recent Azkaban escapees
    believing that they still had the upper hand. So, when Bellatrix began throwing
    curses and the eleven Death Eaters joined in, he was momentarily surprised. He
    parried a couple of curses that had been flung his way, but did not
    counter-attack.

    This was a more chaotic battle than most, with the more skilled Order members and
    several of Voldemort's most powerful Inner Circle members making liberal use of short
    range apparition, their bodies condensing down to pillars of insubstantial smoke,
    moving about the chamber at high speeds. While there were some dangers involved with
    this form of combat and this method of apparition was a bit slower, it was safer than
    standard apparition in a combat situation as the incorporeality avoided any
    chance of splinching and allowed one to be fully aware of the environment around
    them.

    Hermione and Ron, the only two incapable of this form of combat apparition worked
    together as a duo. They alternated between offense and defense with one shielding or
    countering while the other attacked. Despite still being Hogwarts students facing not
    just adult wizards, but some of the most dangerous in all of Magical Britain, the two
    of them were doing just fine.

    Harry himself had yet to unleash his full attack, instead shielding Order members
    when they looked to be overwhelmed and strategically striking out with curses that
    would weaken the Death Eaters rather than simply vanquish them entirely. In fact,
    Harry Potter had no fear of losing the battle at all. Only Bellatrix Lestrange was a
    concern for the young wizard, and not because he found her to be a credible threat.
    He was worried because she was still holding the prophecy in one of her hands while
    she threw curses with the other.

    And then what Harry feared came to pass.

    "Accio prophecy!" his godfather called out, gesturing with his wand and
    managing to yank it out of Bellatrix's hands.

    Bellatrix Lestrange managed to wandlessly summon the prophecy just as it left her
    hands, and Sirius and her engaged in a short tug-o-war over the small, delicate
    sphere flying back and forth through the air between them. Bellatrix and Sirius cast
    hex after hex at each other, each trying to force their cousin to let go. And that's
    when it happened.

    Sirius had wound up battling just in front of the Veil, which had continued to
    whisper to Harry throughout the fight. Bellatrix lined up a Killing Curse, the words
    already on her lips as she brought her wand forward, as if in slow motion. Harry
    apparated, gathering up his godfather and moved him away from the green bolt
    of death, barely managing to not get hit by the curse. Unfortunately, this caused
    Sirius to lose his concentration on his summoning charm, and the prophecy flew back
    to Bellatrix.

    Only, it exploded as soon as it hit Bellatrix Lestrange's hand as it was hit by a
    blast from Ron Weasley. Ron had been trying to hit her while she was vulnerable,
    never expecting to hit the prophecy orb. Ron's jaw dropped, realizing what he had
    done.

    The ghostly voice of Sybil Trelawney as recorded in the prophecy began reciting it
    right next to Bellatrix.

    The one with the power to vanquish the Dark Lord approaches... born to
    those who have thrice defied him, born as the seventh month dies... and the Dark Lord
    will mark him as his equal, but he will have power the Dark Lord knows
    not…

    "Confringo!"

    A deafening explosion rocked the stone stands around Bellatrix, chunks of rock
    flying in all directions. Whether the spectral voice managed to continue relaying the
    rest of the prophecy despite the explosion or not, nobody was able to hear as
    cacophonous blasting curse made everyone's ears ring. When the ringing sound stopped,
    there was no longer any chance of hearing the prophecy. Moody held his staff in his
    hands with a smirk, pleased with his handiwork, having kept the message from
    Voldemort's ears.

    Harry, Ron, and Hermione, however, were devastated. Months of work setting this
    up, countless risks taken, and worst of all, the sacrifice of Sybil Trelawney was now
    all for naught.

    The only person more distraught than those three was Bellatrix Lestrange. A
    strangled cry emerged from her lips as she realized she had failed her master. And
    then she turned and began firing curse after curse, making her previous efforts seem
    like play in comparison.

    If not for Harry apparating around shielding, deflecting, and countering
    her onslaught of dark magic, several of the Order members would have died. Despite no
    longer needing to hold back, it wasn't Harry who first hit Bellatrix, though. It was
    Hermione. She managed to slip a stunner between Bellatrix's shields. Unfortunately,
    as skilled and as powerful as Hermione was, Bellatrix Lestrange was on a different
    level.

    The witch paused mid-casting, shuddered momentarily, then threw off the charm.
    Bellatrix laughed, but there was no humor in the sound, only insanity.

    "You think you can play, you stupid, mudblood?" Bellatrix called out before
    snapping three curses in rapid succession, knocking Ron back and tearing down his
    protego shield, freezing Hermione in place, and culminating in the Avada
    Kedavra curse.

    Harry saw it coming. He had half a dozen ways he could save Hermione with
    little risk. He could have transfigured a wall or summoned an object to interpose. He
    could have banished Hermione out of the way, or summoned her away. He had even been
    experimenting with a spell that would have caused Hermione to apparate away from the
    Death Chamber entirely or simply activated her emergency portkey before Lestrange
    completed her spell. But Harry Potter wanted to make this an even greater
    victory.

    Harry appeared in front of Hermione, arms spread out wide, as the green curse
    of death struck.

    He collapsed to the ground, soundlessly.

    Hermione shrieked. Ron screamed. Sirius wailed.

    And then Bellatrix Lestrange laughed. "I killed Harry Potter!" she called out
    tauntingly. "I killed Harry Potter!" she repeated in as sing-song voice. "I
    killed—"

    "Ugh, that stung," Harry said as he got back to his feet, shocking everyone,
    especially an incredulous Bellatrix Lestrange.

    Hermione didn't hesitate, she threw her arms around Harry, in the middle of combat
    or not. Ron stood there shaking his head, a grin on his face. The Order of the
    Phoenix cheered. "The-Boy-Who-Lives!" came their cry.

    "Impossible," Bellatrix protested. "Only the Dark Lord is that strong."

    "You need to add Dumbledore and me to that list," Harry replied. "You had your
    shot at me. Now, it's my turn." Harry raised his wand.

    The nine Death Eaters who had survived the battle disapparated, leaving
    two of their number behind dead or incapacitated. Bellatrix hesitated only a moment,
    then followed, the black smoke of her form flying upwards. This was exactly what he
    had hoped for when he chose to take Killing Curse head on. But it had come at a far
    higher cost than he had expected.

    Harry didn't want to chase the Death Eaters. The truth was, Bellatrix's Killing
    Curse had nearly gotten him. It had taken all of his willpower and a massive amount
    of magic from within to throw off that curse. The whispers from beyond the archway
    had become suddenly clear, and Harry now knew that they were the voices of the dead.
    He had heard his parents' voices, and nearly crossed over.

    But, Harry couldn't afford to let the rest of the Order know that; he needed them
    to believe he was strong, that the prophecy would be fulfilled, that he could shrug
    off curses from even the most powerfulf of Voldemort's lieutenants without issue.
    Further, he couldn't afford for the Death Eaters to think he was weakened; he needed
    them to doubt Voldemort's victory. For if Belltrix Lestrange could almost
    kill Harry Potter with the killing curse, then of course Voldemort could surely
    succeed. He needed them all to believe it had been easy for him to survive rather
    than the near thing it was.

    "Follow me," Harry ordered. Then he disapparated to follow where the Death Eaters
    had gone.

    He never would have tried to pursue if he had known he would succeed in catching
    up to them. Back in the atrium of the Ministry of Magic the group quickly caught up
    Bellatrix. The Order of the Phoenix arrived behind him, along with Ron and Hermione.
    However, Bellatrix wasn't alone.

    "Please milord," she begged on her knees. "Forgive me for not protecting the
    prophecy."

    There was Voldemort, black robes and pale snake-like face and all standing right
    there. Waiting for them.

    "Ah, Bella, Bella, Bella. I am so disappointed. However, since you managed to
    bring me one more line of the prophecy, I will forgive you," the snake headed dark
    wizard said, cupping his hand under his devotee's chin.

    "Voldemort!" Harry gasped.

    The red-eyed man stood and turned to face him, a scowl on his face. "You have
    managed to thwart me once more, Harry Potter. You have taken something from me that I
    dearly wanted. Which is why I will now take something from you."

    Voldemort was faster than Bellatrix, even faster than Harry, really. He jabbed his
    wand forwards and called out the words to the Killing Curse. But rather than aiming
    at the Boy-Who-Lived, Voldemort had a different target. The curse flew straight
    towards Harry Potter's best mate, Ron Weasley.

    Harry should have used transfiguration to block the spell, but he was so tired and
    drained from nearly dying just a minute before that the idea did not occur to him,
    and perhaps he would have been too slow if he had tired. Harry should have pushed Ron
    out of the way using a banisher, or drew him closer using the summoning charm. If his
    mind were working at its normal speed and if he were not so magically exhausted, he
    would have done so. Instead, he did something incredibly brave, but considering his
    most recent experience with that method of bravery, something incredibly foolish.

    Harry Potter apparated directly in front of Ron, just as he had for
    Hermione. But this time, it was in front of Voldemort's Killing Curse, not Bellatrix
    Lestrange's.

    Harry should have died right there. He should, by all rights, have been struck by
    the curse and keeled over lifelessly. However, that is not what happened.

    Instead, there was a sudden burst of fire directly in front of Harry. A bird made
    of flame, Fawkes, appeared in the air and within the flame came the form of Albus
    Dumbledore.

    That's who Voldemort's killing curse struck.

    For a moment afterwards, Albus Dumbledore and Fawkes were frozen in that position,
    phoenix and man as one. For a moment, Harry Potter thought that Dumbledore would
    survive the Killing Curse. For a moment, he thought everything would be okay.

    But then, to Harry Potter's horror, the great Headmaster of Hogwarts and his
    phoenix turned to ash.

    

    Author's Note: One more chapter to go! I'm hoping to finish
    before the end of the pandemic! Seriously, thanks for reading and sorry for the slow
    update pace. I do a lot of writing for work and it burns me out for fanfiction.

    If you've enjoyed it please leave me a review. I'd really like to get to 1000, but
    I need 200 more. It's entirely for my ego. So, please, for my ego, leave me a few
    reviews.

  


  
    39. Delays
  

  
    Chapter 34: Delays

    

    Albus Dumbledore did not especially dislike goblins; he had gotten beyond such
    prejudices many decades ago. After years of dealing with them on behalf of the
    Wizengamot and the International Confederation of Wizards, he understood the
    creatures for what they were. They were greedy, conniving, vicious little beings—that
    was not an insult, that was just what they were. So when the Headmaster of Hogwarts
    approached one of the Gringotts tellers and announced himself with his full name and
    title, he was not at all put upon that they had stuck him in a waiting room and left
    him there for over two hours.

    This was their way of reminding him that positions of power or influence among
    wizards meant nothing to them at all. In fact, the more important wizards thought
    themselves, the less goblins were inclined to treat them with respect. Goblins only
    cared for three things: strength, loyalty, and profit. They were, however, cunning
    enough to take advantage of human views of manners and were scrupulous about keeping
    to their word.

    The chamber he had been left to wait in appeared to be made of solid rock with no
    entrances or exits at all, though it was furnished with a comfortable sofa, had a
    central table, and a number of orange glowing torches along the walls. A door opened
    on the left side of the chamber. A goblin walked in and the door closed behind,
    looking once again as if it were seamless.

    "I am Account Manager Gormak," the goblin began with a toothy grin, his long
    crooked nose looking across at the periwinkle robed wizard. "I hope you have not been
    too uncomfortable during your wait. What business do you have concerning
    your account?"

    "Gormack," Dumbledore said, rising with a slight smile and a twinkle in his eyes,
    "this is, I believe, the fourteenth time you have introduced yourself to me, and as
    always it is a pleasure to see you. It is also the fourth time I have asked to speak
    with the official Wizard-Liaison only to first have you sent to me." Dumbledore
    approached the goblin, pointedly looking down on the smaller creature. "As I am sure
    that Gringotts is far too well-organized for this to be due to incompetence, I will
    just assume this treatment is intentional on account of the poor relations between
    goblin-kind and wizards."

    Gormack gave a disgruntled hmph that might as well have been an
    admission.

    "State your business, Mr. Dumbledore," he said with some impatience.

    "Unfortunately, Account Manager Gormack," Dumbledore replied, "I am afraid that
    you can be of no help to me in this and I must insist on seeing the Wizard-Liaison. I
    did not use the title of Chief Warlock to impress the goblin teller I spoke to any
    more than you gave your title of Account Manager to impress me. I did so to convey
    the nature of the business that I have. So, unless you are authorized to negotiate on
    behalf of Gringotts Bank with the Ministry of Magic, which I am certain that you are
    not, please arrange a meeting with the appropriate goblin."

    Gormack turned with a snarl back to the doorway, but Dumbledore spoke before he
    disappeared through the entryway.

    "Oh, and Gormack," the Headmaster said, kindly smile on his face, "if I am made to
    wait another two hours I will take it as a personal insult."

    Dumbledore hadn't drawn his wand, hadn't projected the force of his magical
    strength, had barely even changed his voice. But the goblin understood and shuddered
    ever so slightly. Personal insults among goblins usually ended in death. And Albus
    Dumbledore understood goblin culture better than most wizards, and no goblin really
    wanted to anger a wizard of Dumbledore's power.

    It was less than ten minutes later when Gormack returned to lead Dumbledore out of
    the waiting room, though a different hidden doorway, to a large office with a sign
    above it that read "Goblin-Wizard Liaison Office. Gormack bade the wizard enter, then
    left with the room with a nod to the goblin seated at a large, ornate desk.

    "I am Sub-head Goblin Kargut, in charge of Goblin-Wizard relations. What is it you
    want?" Kargut was dressed in Western style suit as were the tellers and account
    managers, but unlike them, he wore a goblin-wrought silver dagger on a chain around
    his neck. It was a sign of rank.

    "That is a fine dagger," Dumbledore noted, before retrieving an item from within
    his robes. It was the Sorting Hat. "Which reminds me, before we get to
    official business, I would like to return to Gringotts an item that has
    recently fallen into my possession. I believe, according to goblin tradition, a
    goblin-wrought weapon is rightfully the property of the goblins when the wizard who
    commissioned it is dead. Is that not correct?"

    With that, the Headmaster pulled from the hat a silver sword with rubies encrusted
    on the hilt that bore the a name engraved upon it. It was, as the engraving said, the
    Sword of Gryffindor. Dumbledore laid the weapon the goblin's desk.

    Kargut visibly licked his lips upon seeing the mighty enchanted sword. It was a
    prize easily worth tens of thousands of galleons, likely much much more. The goblin
    looked up at Dumbledore with a fierce expression. "And what do you want for it?" the
    goblin spat.

    "Why, nothing, it is the property of the goblins, as many of you believe,"
    Dumbledore answered with smile. "I would, however, like to arrange to contract for
    its use, once we finish the business of the Ministry."

    Kargut grabbed the weapon by the hilt and inspected it. It was exceptionally
    finely crafted, even for goblin-made silver blade. "And if I refuse your offer?" the
    goblin asked.

    "Then you keep the sword and I will keep my gold," Dumbledore said with a
    shrug.

    At that, Kargut grinned, his sharp teeth gleaming wickedly in the magical
    torchlight that lined the walls. This wizard knew how to conduct business. Dirk
    Cresswell, the human he was accustomed to working with, never understood how business
    with goblins should be done. Whatever it was Dumbledore wanted, it was bound to be
    something big, but with this enticing of a grand opening, Kargut would have to
    consider it. It would just be a question of price.

    "Very well. What business do wizards have with Gringotts today, Mr. Dumbledore?"
    Kargut asked.

    Dumbledore nodded. "It is a very unfortunate business, Sub-head Goblin Kargut, and
    quite an embarrassment to the Wizengamot. I hope this will not sour the relationship
    between wizard and goblin any further," Dumbledore began.

    This was more like Cresswell. The sniveling diplomacy. Kargut's lips turned up in
    a sneer. Perhaps he had over-estimated this wizard.

    "You see, I am afraid Gringotts has—entirely unknown to the Ministry—been
    defrauded, in violation of our treaty."

    That got his attention. Kargut snarled. What sort of treachery was this? Wizards
    were always breaking their word and then expecting no retribution. Whatever they had
    done, they would pay for their transgression.

    "As you are aware, under Section 2 subparagraph 3 of the Hogsmeade Treaty of 1612,
    wizards and witches are prohibited from any trespass onto Gringotts grounds in any
    form, violation of this prohibition to be punishable by death. What you are not aware
    of, which the Ministry and myself only recently came to know, was that this portion
    of the treaty has been being violated for over the past two decades."

    Kargut's anger turned to confusion. What was the wizard getting at? Aside from the
    ignominious break-in of 1991, there had not been any case of wizards or witches
    trespassing on the bank property. They were far too afraid to do so, and for good
    reason.

    "Unfortunately," Dumbledore continued, "many wizards feel themselves superior to
    goblins, a failing among my kind," the Headmaster said, much to Kargut's surprise.
    "One wizard in particular believed himself above all others, and so he sought to
    flagrantly violate your bank with his presence by placing a portion of his soul
    within an object and having one of his followers place that object in a Gringotts
    vault, thus trespassing upon your bank."

    It took Kargut a moment to realize what Dumbledore's angle was, but when he did he
    was greatly impressed.

    Goblins did not did not get involved in conflicts among wizards because they just
    did not care. Nor did they care about the government of wizards or recognize any
    authority of wizardkind over themselves. So, if Dumbledore had come to him asking for
    help defeating some fool dark wizard or if he had come as Chief Warlock demanding
    goblins destroy some dark object, he'd have spit in Dumbledore's face and kicked him
    out of the bank.

    Instead, the crafty wizard had pointed to a loophole which Kargut could exploit to
    justify the seizing of an object from a wizard's or witch's vault. There were many
    dark objects in Gringotts vaults, many dangerous objects in Gringotts vaults, and the
    goblins didn't care a whit about them. So long as vault owners paid their fees their
    items would be left alone. Goblins never took from the wizards' vaults because if
    they did, the wizards would stop banking with Gringotts and the constant influx of
    gold to the goblins from wizards and witches would cease. But if there were a
    violation of a treaty, the goblins could safely destroy the object if they so
    chose.

    Now the real negotiation would begin.

    "I see," Kargut said, lacing his clawed fingers together, a mannerism goblins
    picked up on from their negotiations with the humans. "This is a serious breach of
    our treaty, Chief Warlock," the goblin said using the title not out of respect, but
    to invoke the responsibility and lay liability for the "harm" that was supposedly
    done. "What is your Wizengamot offering us as compensation for this violation?"

    Dumbledore nodded sagely, "The Ministry of course will compensate Gringotts for
    this affront, though I remind you that it was not the Ministry itself that caused
    this, and we did seek to rectify the situation as soon as we found out. I think ten
    thousand galleons, to be deducted from my personal account, acting as Chief Warlock,
    should suffice?"

    "At least twenty thousand for such a serious breach of our treaty."

    "Twelve thousand," Dumbledore replied. "And a thousand to you personally as a fee
    for your inconvenience."

    "Done," Kargut said, sealing the deal. A thousand to him personally was worth much
    more than eight thousand for the bank. To him at least.

    "The object is a golden cup engraved with a badger. It can be found in the vault
    of the escaped criminal Bellatrix Lestrange. Unfortunately, you will find this dark
    object particularly difficult to destroy, even with goblin-wrought silver. Which
    brings me to my final piece of business—purchasing both the past and future right of
    use of the Sword of Gryffindor for Mr. Harry James Potter."

    Kargut listened as Dumbledore explained how in his second year Harry Potter drew
    the sword from the Sorting Hat and killed the basilisk, how the fang of a basilisk
    destroyed the same kind of dark object they had just negotiated to destroy, and how
    the Sword of Gyffindor had become impregnated with basilisk venom and could therefore
    be used for the same purpose. It was a worthy tale, and the goblin's estimation of
    Potter grew. Few wizards killed with blades anymore. The tale also focused on a very
    inconvenient detail: the magic of the Sword of Gryffindor seemed to believe itself
    the property Godric Gryffindor and his spiritual successors.

    "A hundred thousand galleons," Kargut demanded. "And the blade returns to the
    goblins upon Mr. Potter's death." This was an outrageous demand, especially given the
    already existing magical connection, but it would be strong place to begin
    negotiations from.

    "Agreed," Dumbledore said, not even bothering to bargain. "We can—"

    Before Dumbledore could finish his sentence, an ethereal white stag charged into
    the room, startling Kargut, who quickly grabbed the silver knife from where it hung
    around his neck and brandished it. But the goblin need not have worried, as the
    patronus that appeared stopped in front of Dumbledore to deliver a message in Harry's
    voice.

    Albus, I just had a dream from my link with Voldemort. I believe it's a false
    vision meant to draw me to the Department of Ministries. In the vision the Death
    Eaters took Sirius and were torturing him. But the vision was not of where he's
    supposed to be. Is it the right time? Please, Headmaster, let me know what I should
    do!

    The Headmaster frowned. This was not at all a convenient time. The problem with
    failing to officially get an agreement with goblins signed in writing (with blood)
    guaranteed that the next negotiation would be much more costly as their greed would
    take over. After all, if a wizard would agree to ten thousand, why wouldn't he agree
    to twenty thousand? Especially in a case like this.

    "Ah, Sub-Head Goblin Kargut, do you mind if I send a reply? This is a time
    sensitive matter."

    The goblin, who had been unable to hear the message, not being an intended
    recipient, replaced his dagger, than grunted his assent.

    Rather than draw his wand and risk offending the goblin at this late state in the
    negotiation, Dumbledore instead used his hand and exerted more magic than he normally
    would to cast the spell wandlessly. "Expecto Patronum!"

    A great, white phoenix appeared in the air, very similar to Fawkes, but without
    the fiery visage or hauntingly beautiful song that accompanied the actual phoenix.
    The patronus listened to Dumbledore's message and then set off to relay it:

    Your godfather is, thankfully, safe. This is
    an opportune time, though I am unfortunately unavoidably busy at the moment.
    Inform Professor Snape of the dream. Be precise in your message to him. He will know
    what he should do. I will join you in the Ministry as soon as I can. I have faith in
    you, Harry.

    "I am afraid, Kargut, that I have other important matters to deal with. If you can
    have the contract for the sword drawn up and the indemnification of the Ministry in
    the matter of the breach of the treaty, we can make the exchange."

    Kargut nodded. "I will have the documents ready. But, as I understand it Mr.
    Dumbledore, your account does not have enough galleons to cover the contract for the
    sword."

    Dumbledore produced a key. "You will find all the necessary gold in vault
    713."

    Kargut summoned a pair of underlings, speaking in gobbledygook, and sent them to
    draw up the contracts. Dumbledore was pleased to hear that there was no communication
    of an attempt to deceive him by the Sub-head Goblin. Most goblins were unaware that
    he could speak their language.

    When the subordinate goblins left, Kargut turned back to Dumbledore with a stern
    look. "I will need to see the gold before we can sign. I wouldn't want you to try
    what Bagman did."

    Dumbledore sighed. Ludo Bagman's failure to pay off his debts to the goblins was a
    continuous thorn in Wizard-Goblin relations. He gestured for the goblin to lead on.
    After a somewhat thrilling cart ride, Kargut and Dumbledore approached the highly
    secure vault. With a wave of his hand over the door, a number of security features
    disengaged and the vault door opened to reveal…an entirely empty vault.

    Kargut gave Dumbledore a distrustful look. The wizard gave a wan smile in
    response. Then he pulled out a small, brown, grubby looking coin pouch.

    When the Headmaster turned the pouch upside down, bits of gold began to rain down
    out of it. The gold continued to pour even after the entire bottom of the floor was
    covered and it began to pile up past Dumbledore's waist. Kargut had to scramble to
    remain atop the continuous flood of gold chunks.

    Kargut grabbed one of the many chunks, held it up critically, then bit into it.
    His teeth made an impression on the malleable metal.

    "This is pure gold! Not galleons!" Kargut protested.

    "Indeed. I have been meaning to have this converted into wizarding currency for
    some time now. Take the one hundred thousand galleons, plus the banks usual fee for
    the conversion, and leave the rest in this vault, if you will."

    "You and Flamel!" Kargut snarled pointing a clawed finger accusingly.

    Dumbledore smiled enigmatically, "Perhaps. Or perhaps when one studies the alchemy
    of dragon's blood one encounters many dragons, who typically enjoy sleeping on
    mountains of gold." The Headmaster shrugged. "Either way, it is more than enough to
    cover the contract we agreed to."

    Kargut looked around at all the gold that had just been added to the Gringott's
    vaults. Whether or not this gold came from dragons hoards or from the philosopher's
    stone, it was all in goblin hands. That was what mattered.

    "How much more is in there?" the goblin demanded, thinking of the gold in the
    pouch.

    "Enough," Dumbledore responded, tucking the pouch into the Sorting Hat.

    The cart ride back to Kargut's office was a quiet one, punctuated by the goblin's
    occasional grumbling. "I should have asked for two hundred thousand," he muttered.
    The wizard remained quiet, hiding his amusement.

    Kargut presented the finished documents. Dumbledore sliced his fingers and signed
    his name on the contracts after carefully checking them over. His enchanted half-moon
    spectacles detected no trace of hidden text or subterfuge. He sighed with relief.
    This would make things much easier. Had they tried to cheat him it would have taken
    even longer.

    CRACK!

    For the second time, Kargut, and this time two clerks along with him, were
    startled by a sudden intrusion into the bank. It was not a patronus.

    "Master Dumblydore! Tikky is having a message from Master Snapeses!" Tikky blurted
    out upon arrival.

    "My apologies, Kargut," Dumbledore said. "I did not intend to bring an elf into
    Gringotts in this manner."

    Tikky looked up at Dumbledore with a wide-eyed expression. "Oh, Tikky is very
    sorry Master Dumblydore, but Master Snapeses said to gives you this letter no matter
    wheres you are. Tikky is sorry if Tikky is causing trouble."

    Dumbledore pat the elf on the head and took the envelope from the excitable elf.
    "Thank you, Tikky. Please return to Hogwarts now and resume your duties."

    The elf smiled and disappeared with a much quieter crack. Dumbledore took the
    letter and read over it quickly. So, the Order was alerted, but they would arrive
    some time after Harry went to the Ministry. The arrangement was nearly perfect.

    "Thank you Sub-Head Goblin, Kargut. Our business is concluded," the Headmaster
    said as he turned to leave.

    Kargut smiled wickedly. "Not quite."

    Dumbledore turned back with a frown.

    "Gringotts has accepted the Ministry's apology for allowing a breach of our
    treaty, Chief Warlock, however there is still the matter of the 'intruder' to handle.
    If a goblin were to execute a wizard—in any form, as you said—it would invite
    unwanted reprisals. For the sake of peace between goblins and wizards," Kargut said,
    "you should be the one to destroy the dark object. Then our business is
    concluded."

    Albus Dumbledore heard the words the goblin said, but understood the real intent
    behind them. Goblins did not care at all about taking a human life, they actually
    took pleasure in it when they had the opportunity. They knew full well that the
    Ministry of Magic would do nothing against them, that was not a concern. No, the real
    concern was that Voldemort or his followers would be enraged, but in truth the
    goblins were not very worried about that either. If dark wizards attacked, goblins
    would just enjoy killing them.

    No, this was just like the waiting room. Kargut was sending a message. Dumbledore
    may have gotten what he wanted, it may have been mutually beneficial, but goblins
    still did not like him. They cared nothing about his urgency or his business.

    The Headmaster considered simply leaving there and then. Just as house elves could
    pass through Gringotts wards, so too could a phoenix. The horcrux could
    wait. The contracts were signed after all. But, then there was no telling what hoops
    he would be forced to jump through if he left now. Perhaps the goblins would even
    double-cross him and remove the cup from Gringotts by simply giving it back to
    Bellatrix. He couldn't risk that.

    Harry Potter was no simple boy. He had grown strong and had a fine heart and mind.
    He could handle danger, and the Order was on the way to back him up.

    He would believe in Harry.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    When Dumbledore arrived at the Ministry of Magic, he did so using a unique form of
    apparition that he had invented when he was much younger. In this instance it was
    Fawkes who did the actual act of moving from place to place—Albus felt some level of
    satisfaction at the looks on the goblins' faces when he left through phoenix fire—but
    it was he that sent a disillusionment spell through the disapparition point to the
    apparition point ahead of his body so that he could arrive unnoticed. It was a useful
    tool for checking up on students. It was just as useful for entering a potentially
    hostile environment unnoticed.

    Dumbledore noticed Tom immediately. His former student, the self-styled Voldemort,
    had concealed himself in a shadowy fog in the center of the Ministry atrium. He
    appeared to be waiting, and the Headmaster did not need to wait long before he knew
    why.

    Several dark robed wizards apparated into the hall. Death Eaters. There were nine
    of them, no ten. The tenth was Bellatrix Lestrange, and Dumbledore could guess some
    of the others. Rastaban and Rudolphus would be there if Bellatrix was. There was a
    taller one who could only be Antonin Dolohov. These were Tom's "Inner Circle", his
    elite.

    And clearly, they had failed.

    If that was the case, then apparently, so had Harry. The young wizard was not
    supposed to beat up the Death Eaters, they were supposed to get the prophecy.
    Dumbledore sighed. He would have to speak to Harry and see if the situation could be
    salvaged.

    "Crucio!" Voldemort sent one of his Death Eaters to his knees. Half of
    the rest disapparated away, not wanting to stick around for the Dark Lord to turn his
    wand on them. Those who stayed knew better. Those who fled would certainly feel it
    later.

    Bellatrix was down on her knees, begging for forgiveness, reciting what she had
    heard of the prophecy.

    Harry apparated into the atrium, a pillar of white light that formed into the
    young man who Albus had learned to care for as a son. He was so proud of Harry's
    growth, not just in magical strength, but in heart, intelligence, and wisdom. The
    truth was, Harry had always been good and caring, and that combined with his innate
    magical talents and newer insight into magic made him into such a beacon of hope.

    But he was a beacon of hope who looked haggard. The light in Harry's eyes was
    dimmer than normal, the magical strength that usually poured off of him in such
    situations was entirely absent. It was as if he had drained himself before coming to
    fight.

    Dumbledore frowned. He would probably need to step in, rather than let Harry
    continue to build his reputation and gain the faith of the Order. Harry was in no
    shape to face Tom Riddle.

    "Please milord," Bellatrix begged on her knees. "Forgive me for not protecting the
    prophecy."

    "Ah, Bella, Bella, Bella. I am so disappointed. However, since you managed to
    bring me one more line of the prophecy, I will forgive you," the snake headed dark
    wizard said, cupping his hand under his devotee's chin.

    "Voldemort!" Harry gasped.

    The red-eyed man rose, removing his hand from Bellatrix and turned to face Harry.
    "You have managed to thwart me once more, Harry Potter. You have taken something from
    me that I dearly wanted. Which is why I will now take something from you."

    Voldemort's wand rose up like the strike of a viper, "Avada
    Kedavra!"

    What threw Dumbledore off was not the speed of the attack. It was the target. He
    had transfigured the floor around Harry into shields that could rise up around him to
    deflect the worst sort of curses if Harry did not react quickly enough. But those
    protective spells would do nothing to protect Ron Weasley and Harry was already
    disapparting to move himself between the spell and his friend.

    It was too late to use transfiguration. With Harry apparating to the spot in front
    of Ron any attempt at banishing him away would at best affect one of them, leaving
    the other to die. For Albus Dumbledore, there was only one course of action that was
    acceptable to him: Follow Harry's example.

    Albus Dumbledore apparated through the flames directly in front of Harry Potter.
    Dumbledore willed Fawkes to interpose the two of them between Harry and the incoming
    curse, and his oldest friend and familiar obliged, approving wholeheartedly of the
    act of sacrifice. The flame of the phoenix surpassed the speed of the killing curse,
    and Albus Dumbledore arrived just ahead of it. His body was still composed mostly of
    phoenix flame when Voldemort's curse hit.

    It was the oddest sensation. For a moment, a brief moment, Dumbledore resisted the
    killing curse, but that moment passed as the flames he was composed of warmed to an
    intensity he had never felt before. He heard the words, as if the melody of a song,
    saying let got in his mind, and trusting Fawkes, Albus Dumbledore did just
    that.

    Then the great Headmaster of Hogwarts and his pet phoenix, Fawkes turned to
    ash.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Upon the death of Albus Dumbledore, all movement in the Ministry Atrium stopped.
    On top of the ash where the Headmaster once stood was, oddly enough, the Sorting Hat.
    It was a strange detail to note considering the momentous loss, but Harry couldn't
    help but just stare at it.

    And then the laughter began. Loud, long, unabashed mocking laughter rang out and
    lasted almost a full minute while the entire Order of the Phoenix stared on in
    horror.

    "That fool!" Voldemort declared. "And people thought him a greater wizard than
    me?"

    "Never," Bellatrix exclaimed getting to her feet. "I never doubted you! I've
    always believed in you!" There were murmurs of assent for the comment and jeers about
    their downed foe from the dark robed wizards.

    Voldemort chuckled. "That is true, Bella. Now the whole world will believe."

    Harry stood there, immobile, taking in the mocking, taking in the callousness of
    Voldemort and his supporters. He was filled with grief, but also rage at those who
    dared to mock Dumbledore. And suddenly, he felt a surge of strength.

    "EXPULSO DUO!" Harry said jabbing his wand forward, letting out his grief
    and anger. Four beams of blue light shot forward towards the cheering Death
    Eaters.

    Voldemort quickly erected a silver shield, but the shield only covered those
    nearest him. Where the beams of magic struck the center of the shield they created a
    polychromatic vibration visible in the air, but then faded away. The beams that
    struck the edges of the shield, however, deflected off and struck two of the Death
    Eaters not fortunate enough to be close to their leader.

    The two slammed backwards into the walls around the atrium that a crack could be
    heard and the two dark wizards slumped to the ground.

    Voldemort chuckled, dismissing his lost followers. If they were too weak to
    survive, they were no good to him anyway.

    "Impressive, Harry. I understand now. You were the one marked by me to be my
    equal, which is why you were able to destroy me all those many years ago."

    Harry wanted to raise his wand again and attack, but that spell had drained away
    whatever strength Harry had found within himself. The rest of the Order had snapped
    out of the shock that the death of their leader had caused, but were unsure what to
    do now. They were waiting on Harry to make a move.

    "If given the chance to reach your full strength, you could perhaps be as
    powerful as I one day. But I will not give you such a chance," Voldemort
    said. "Instead, I will give you three months to make a choice: Join me, run, or
    die."

    People began flooing into the atrium, gasping and backing away as soon as they saw
    Voldemort standing there.

    "Morsmordre!" Voldemort exclaimed, casting the Dark Mark within the
    Ministry.

    Then he and the Death Eaters disapparated.

    Harry Potter slumped to his knees, looking at the ashes of Albus Dumbledore on the
    floor in front of him. He began to sob.
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    Chapter 35: From the Ashes

    

    It was raining in Islington, the skies pouring down water like tears falling from
    the sky. However, the rain was strangely concentrated in a small circular area over a
    certain London home that would only appear if you already knew the secret of where it
    was. Yes, the skies were weeping above 12 Grimmauld Place.

    Sirius Black had already received two letters of complaint from the Accidental
    Magic Reversal Department about the matter. They were quite put out because, frankly,
    they were having a devil of a time reversing the situation, which was embarrassing.
    Further, it was the sort of thing Muggles would notice, having a downpour in just one
    small stationary place. Thus far their best solution had been to just make it rain
    around the whole area so it was much less noticeable, but that was not the sort of
    thing they could keep doing indefinitely.

    For his part, Sirius had replied that he understood the Ministry's difficulties,
    but you couldn't expect a teenager, even one as remarkably well-adjusted as Harry, to
    simply shut off their emotions like a switch. What's more, the raindrops were a
    perfectly natural color and it was not a hurricane or any other such thing which
    couldn't be explained by the weather just being odd. And if they really wanted to
    tell The-Boy-Who-Lived to get over the death of his mentor just like that, they were
    welcome to try. The Accidental Magic Reversal Department had wisely stayed quiet
    after that.

    Sirius, though, was trying his best to get Harry to come out of
    his room, where he had gone just after the disastrous events at the Ministry of
    Magic. For the past two days he had not come out. Not to eat, not to drink, not even
    to relieve himself. Sirius Black couldn't care less about suburban rose bushes
    drowning, but he did care that his godson was feeling so gloomy as to cause such an
    event. As much as he tried though, he got no response and he was wise enough to know
    that trying to force his way into the room would not help matters. So, when Ron
    Weasley and Hermione Granger asked if they could come see him, Sirius was glad of
    it.

    "Harry, Ron and Hermione are here to see you," Sirius called through the heavy
    door. He got no answer. After a minute he called out again. "It's alright if you
    don't want to come out or answer me, but I have to at least let them come up and talk
    to you through the door—unless you want me to tell them to go away." Again no
    response.

    After a minute Harry's two best friends were up at the door to Harry's
    bedroom.

    "I know you're hurting, Harry," Hermione called out softly. "I'm devastated, too.
    Please, let me comfort you. I need you to comfort me, too." It was a very good
    tactic, appealing to Harry's desire to help others, especially his friends. There was
    the sound of a stirring in the room, but after a bit it settled and the door did not
    open.

    "Harry, mate, I know what you're feeling. And it's alright, you can feel bad as
    long as you need to," Ron started, giving it a crack. "When Professor Trelawney died,
    I was just as upset and hurt and I didn't want to talk to you or Hermione, either. I
    didn't want to feel better."

    There was another sound from inside the room. Sirius, Ron, and Hermione could all
    feel that Harry was just on the other side of the door now, but still it did not
    open.

    "Do you remember who helped me then, Harry? When I didn't want to talk to anyone?"
    Ron continued. "It was Professor Dumbledore. He helped me understand that what
    happened wasn't my fault, and I bet he would want the same for you, too."

    That's when there was a click, the door opened, and Harry stood there, tears
    streaming down his face. But now his grief was mixed with a glint of smoldering anger
    in his eyes. For just a moment, Ron thought he had said the wrong thing and earned
    Harry's wrath.

    "But Dumbledore would be wrong this time," Harry said bitterly, "because this
    is my fault. I'm the reason he's dead." There was some heat in his
    voice and the sound of self-recrimination. Ron was relieved he wasn't the target of
    his friend's anger after all, but to see just how upset at himself Harry had become
    was heartbreaking.

    "Harry, no," Hermione said with a quick shake of her head. She tried to put a
    comforting arm on his shoulder, but Harry shrank back, almost cringing away from her
    effort to support him. She continued trying to soothe him anyway, though just with
    her words. "It's not your fault. You protected both me and Ron the same way
    Dumbledore protected you. Would it have been my fault or Ron's fault if you had died
    then?"

    Harry shook his head, rejecting Hermione's rational argument. "You didn't
    make the plan to lure the Death Eaters to the Hall of Prophecy, or to try to trick
    Voldemort. That was all me. And for what? Dumbledore's plan is ruined now. All his
    years and years of work, turned to ash in a moment."

    "I'm sorry, it's really my fault," Ron said, offering to take the blame. "It was
    my fault trying to pull the prophecy orb away from Bellatrix."

    Harry scowled dismissively, "You were just trying to make the ruse look
    convincing. Voldemort had to think there was something secret we didn't want him to
    know. I told you to make it look good. You were just following my plan."

    Hermione saw her chance. "And you were following Dumbledore's. No plan is perfect.
    You couldn't have known Bellatrix would try to fight half the Order. You couldn't
    have expected Mad-eye to use a blasting curse to cover the sound of the prophecy. You
    couldn't have known that Voldemort himself would be waiting in the Atrium. You can't
    take responsibility for things other people choose to do."

    "And you chose to take a Killing Curse for Hermione and chose to put yourself in
    front of me," Ron added. "That's what you chose, and nobody would blame you for
    that."

    At that, Harry suddenly teared up further, covering his eyes with his hands. "But
    you should. You all should blame me," Harry said looking down at the feet of the
    three people he cared for most in the world. "I didn't have to put myself in front
    Bellatrix's curse to save Hermione. I had other ways. I could have used
    transfiguration or just moved her out of the way. Instead I apparated in front of her
    to get hit by the curse."

    Sirius, Ron and Hermione stared back incredulously.

    "What?" Hermione asked, for the first time losing her soft consoling tone. "Why in
    Merlin's name would you do that?"

    "It was my pride," Harry admitted bitterly. "I thought I could take it, and I
    wanted to prove to the Death Eaters that not even their strongest could take me down
    with their darkest curse. I wanted them to think I was as strong as Voldemort."

    Tears stung Hermione's eyes. "You idiot," she said, shaking her head. The idea
    that Harry would risk himself for something so, so dumb was infuriating and hurtful
    to her. The idea that he would endanger himself….

    Sirius, on the other hand, laughed. "And you did it, Harry! You took her best
    curse and got right back up! Oh, the look on her face! And now they all know you're
    stronger than them."

    "No! Don't you see?" Harry yelled, startling his godfather. "It was all for
    nothing! I should never have chased the Death Eaters! I was too weak to take another
    curse, especially not from Voldemort. Dumbledore knew that, and that's why he
    sacrificed himself. Now the Death Eaters saw Voldemort kill Professor Dumbledore so
    they think he can kill anyone, including me! He'll be more powerful than ever!"

    Sirius didn't quite follow that logic, but then Harry was not really in a rational
    mindset at the moment.

    "Hang on," Ron interrupted. "So, when you jumped in front of me, when Voldemort
    was trying to….you-know, you knew you couldn't take another curse?"

    "Well, yeah," Harry replied.

    "Why didn't you do one of those other things, transfigure something or what-not,
    like you could have for Hermione?"

    Harry shook his head. "There was no time. Voldemort is wicked fast, and I was too
    weakened from Bellatrix's curse. I couldn't be sure I'd save you that way."

    "So you really did risk your life for me!" Ron exclaimed.

    "Of course!" Harry said without hesitation. "I'd die for either of you."

    "But not for your godfather, eh?" Sirius sniped good-naturedly. "You
    side-along-apparitioned me away instead of standing and taking it like you would for
    your friends. I feel so left out."

    Harry was too exasperated with his godfather to remember to hold onto all of his
    grief and anger. "Come on, Sirius, you know I'd die for you too."

    "Well," Hermione said, smacking Harry on the chest and stepping close to him and
    giving him a glare. "You had better not! If you jump in front of any more
    curses….I'll hex you!"

    Even though the tears had still not all left his cheeks, Harry couldn't help a
    small laugh. It was just too ironic a statement. "That would be counterproductive,
    Hermione," he said.

    "I mean it," Hermione said. "I don't want you dead, or cursed, or hurt. I couldn't
    stand it. Don't ever do anything like that again."

    That was when the rain falling outside suddenly stopped. How could Harry continue
    to grieve so deeply in the face of such care and love? He put a hand on Hermione's
    shoulder as now she started to cry.

    "I promise," he said.

    That was when a most wondrous sound washed over the three of them, a sound so
    soothing and calming that all the tears and self-recriminations in Harry's heart were
    swept away.

    "Fawkes?" Harry asked, recognizing the song of a phoenix.

    "He's finally awake," Sirius answered. "His ashes were put downstairs in the
    drawing room just after you locked yourself upstairs. Dumbledore's wishes."

    The three wizards and the witch quickly descended the stairs and moved into the
    Black family drawing room where Fawkes was perched on the middle of an antique table.
    The phoenix was already fully grown again, and now it had spread its great wings open
    wide, it's red and gold plumage glowing with a fire that warmed the room, but did not
    light the table below it ablaze.

    Hermione gasped. "Look! There, at Fawkes's feet!"

    They all looked and were astounded to see a shiny bluish green egg the size of an
    ostrich egg just beneath Fawkes.

    "A phoenix egg!" Ron exclaimed. "But…I thought Fawkes was male."

    The phoenix let out an indignant squawk and angled its beak towards the
    red-head.

    "Whoa, whoa, I didn't mean anything by it!" Ron Weasley protested. "I'm just
    surprised is all. With people, only women have babies; I didn't know male phoenixes
    could lay eggs."

    Fawkes squawked again.

    "He didn't lay the egg," Harry said. "Fawkes was just protecting it." Harry stared
    in reverence at the great fiery bird, but his attention was drawn inexorably to the
    egg.

    "How do you know that?" Sirius asked his godson quizzically.

    "I…kind of understand Fawkes now."

    The bird nodded.

    Hermione sighed. "Of course. The boys get all the special gifts. Surviving killing
    curses, parseltongue, Chosen One," she gestured back and forth between Harry and Ron,
    "seer, broom prodigy, assistant professors. And now you can communicate with
    phoenixes. And me, I'm just the biggest bookworm of all time."

    "Aw come on, Hermione, be a sport. You make it sound like Harry is some kind of
    protagonist in a heroic story or something! I mean, what's next, he's going to be
    made Master of Death or some other such nonsense?" Ron said throwing his hands
    up.

    Hermione rolled her eyes and sighed.

    "And even with all that we still can barely keep up with you, Hermione," Harry
    replied, earning him a hug from the witch.

    Sirius tried to move closer to the table to get a better look at the egg, but
    Fawkes flapped his wings snapped his beak towards the wizard. Sirius quickly
    retreated.

    When Harry approached, though, Fawkes did nothing, merely watched Harry
    expectantly. Harry reached out his hand and very carefully touched the phoenix egg.
    There was an audible crack, and fissures formed over the shell. Fawkes launched into
    the air, circling the drawing room while trailing fire, phoenix song filling the room
    with warmth and happiness. Then in a dazzling display, the adult phoenix disappeared
    entirely. On the table, the shell broke apart and fell away, revealing a small baby
    phoenix with red-gold plumage similar to Fawkes, but with a tinge of purple around
    the edges of its feathers.

    I'm so happy to see you, Harry!

    Harry's eyes went wide. Unlike with Fawkes, who he just barely understood
    generally, this communication was perfectly clear within his mind. "Albus?" he asked
    aloud.

    Yes, it is me. Well, sort of. This is all a very new experience, and I must
    say I quite like it. Do you like my feathers? I feel quite proud of them.

    "It's Dumbledore!" Harry exclaimed.

    "Merlin!" Sirius exclaimed, then he began to laugh. "Only Dumbledore!"

    "I've never heard of a wizard becoming a phoenix before!" Ron said. "Blimey!
    That's amazing!"

    Hermione was shaking her head. "I don't think it ever has happened before. I was
    reading in Burgstram's Guide to Magical Creatures that phoenix births are
    incredibly rare, only happening once every few decades. Most phoenixes stay together
    up in the mountains in India, Egypt, and China. They don't usually enjoy being around
    people much."

    "Your feathers are beautiful, Professor," Harry said. "I'm so glad to see you
    again!"

    Why thank you, Harry. Please, from now on only call me Albus. I'm not a
    professor or Headmaster or Supreme Mugwump anymore. And I am so happy to see you,
    too. In fact, I've never felt so happy before! But now I understand why we phoenixes
    do not usually stay around people. Too much sadness. I couldn't bear to come out of
    my shell while you were so unhappy.

    At that Harry bowed his head in shame. "I'm sorry, I couldn't help being sad.
    Albus, I didn't mean for you to die, or to ruin your plan."

    The young phoenix gave a squawk, then spread its wings and jumped up into the air.
    It flapped its wings frantically, barely managing to remain aloft as it made its way
    over to Harry's shoulder.

    Nonsense! You were inspiring. I don't really remember whatever plan it was I
    had, but it doesn't matter. Things will be alright in the end, you'll see! Light will
    always win.

    Despite himself, Harry Potter felt better. It was difficult to feel guilty or down
    when a being so full of light was perched on your shoulder. It was even more
    relieving to know that the death he had been partly responsible for resulted in an
    amazing reincarnation. It was a little alarming that apparently Albus had no memory
    of the prophecy, but Harry still was feeling optimistic with the phoenix with him.
    After a little inquiry, Harry started to get a good picture of how incarnation as a
    phoenix had affected the former wizard.

    "Okay then," Harry explained for those who did not understand phoenix
    communications—which was everyone but him (which he now knew was possible because of
    his connection with Albus), "So, Albus doesn't seem to remember anything dark or
    negative. He only remembers the good and positive things. And while he remembers
    having been a wizard, he isn't one now, so he cannot use wizard magic. He may learn
    to replicate some spells using the natural power phoenixes possess, but there's no
    way he can just take on Voldemort or anything like that now."

    Call him Tom Riddle.

    "Right. I'll have to take on Tom Riddle. The problem is, now that there's no
    prophecy to use against him, it's going to be even harder to defeat him."

    Ron frowned. "Why can't we use a prophecy against him?"

    "Trelawney's prophecy orb was smashed and we're supposed to be trying to hide the
    exact details from him," Harry said. "We can't just blurt it out now."

    "What do you mean, 'supposed to be'?" Sirius asked, taken aback. "The whole effort
    of the last six months has been to guard the prophecy from the Death Eaters and
    Voldemort!"

    "Professor Trelawney's prophecy didn't have anything in it that we wouldn't
    actually have wanted him to know," Hermione explained. "And what he would learn would
    actually make the prophecy even more likely to happen. So, trying to stop him from
    getting it was misdirection."

    "Wait, how does that work?" Sirius asked.

    "You don't want to know," Ron said shaking his head and waving the explanation
    away. "It's seer stuff. I could explain it to you, but I'd need to go through three
    books, draw some diagrams, and probably perform a séance."

    Sirius quickly begged off. He didn't need to know that badly.

    "Anyway, it had taken years just to set up the prophecy as part of Dumbledore's
    plan in the first place. We don't have that kind of time," Harry said.

    "We don't need time," Ron said with a grin. "You've got me. I'm already famous.
    And everyone already knows that there was a prophecy about you and
    Voldemort. If another one were to come out, who'd question it?"

    "Hang on there, you can just decide to receive a prophecy?" Sirius asked,
    surprised again.

    "Of course not," Hermione hastily replied, "but Ron is very talented as a
    seer."

    Ron nodded smugly. "The Pillars of Fate and I are good mates. Got the best
    Inner-Eye of anyone in the last three centuries."

    Sirius looked at Ron dubiously. "Come on, Ron, you really expect me to believe
    that? Remember who you're talking to here."

    Harry shrugged, "The Chudley Cannons did win the British and Irish Quidditch
    League Cup and the International Quidditch Tournament this year, just as Ron
    predicted."

    "Dear Merlin, you're right," Sirius said blinking as realization struck him. "If
    fate did that…how can anyone doubt?"

    "The real problem," Hermione said with a frown, "is that after so many people saw
    Vold—Tom Riddle kill Professor Dumbledore, it will be hard to convince them that
    anyone, even Harry can beat him. They saw it with their own eyes."

    An idea went off in Harry's mind like fireworks. "But what if everyone saw Tom
    Riddle try to beat me and fail?" Harry asked, starting to feel some excitement. "We
    won't just make the public believe in the prophecy, we'll make Riddle believe it
    himself!"

    Hermione shook her head, "Harry, that's petitio principa. You can't use
    the outcome we are trying to achieve as a stepping-stone to achieve that plan in the
    first place."

    "You're right, of course, Hermione," Harry said with a grin. "But we can
    use the illusion of achieving that end to make the true outcome more believable!"
    Harry saw that his godfather, girlfriend, and best mate were not following his idea.
    "Do you remember when I fought that dragon in the Tri-Wizard Tournament?"

    Ron blanched at the mention of his most shameful period. "Please, don't bring that
    up."

    "Don't worry, if this works out, you won't just get Chocolate Frog cards as gifts,
    you'll have your own card," Harry said. "Hermione, I'm going to need your help with
    my idea, too. And you too, Sirius. We're going to defeat the dark lord with a
    prank."
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    Chapter 36: Beginning of the End

    

    The funeral of Albus Percival Wulfric Brian Dumbledore, Order of Merlin First
    Class, Grand Sorcerer, was a spectacle. An empty, transparent coffin raised on a
    dais, wreathed in flowers, was set to be lowered into the ground to symbolically lay
    the former Headmaster to rest. Behind where the grave would be, a small platform was
    set up for the speakers, remaining family, and dignitaries who would preside over the
    ceremony. Ringed around the grave site were hundreds of somberly dressed wizards and
    witches who had come to bid farewell to one of the greatest wizards the world had
    ever known.

    Professor Minerva McGonagall, now acting Headmaster of Hogwarts, gave a warm,
    emotional memorial speech, detailing his years of work as both teacher and
    Headmaster, as well as Albus's great and evident love for all the students who passed
    through the school. The matronly teacher broke down in tears as she related the story
    of how he had personally helped her in her own struggles as a teacher and helped her
    understand what it was to be responsible for young minds. The current Minister for
    Magic, Rufus Scrimgeour, who had won the vote after Cornelius Fudge stepped down,
    gave a rather officious recognition of Dumbledore's many accomplishments and
    services. There was no emotion there, but it was somewhat awe inspiring, and Harry
    had to admit that it was appropriate.

    Then Elphias Doge stood and gave a magnificent euology. He told personal stories
    and gave an accounting of Albus's early life before concluding with a beautiful
    tribute to his old friend. "Albus Dumbledore was never proud or vain; he could
    find something to value in anyone, however apparently insignificant or wretched, and
    I believe that his early losses endowed him with great humanity and sympathy. I shall
    miss his friendship more than I can say, but my loss is as nothing compared to the
    Wizarding world's. That he was the most inspiring and the best loved of all Hogwarts
    headmasters cannot be in question. He died as he lived: working always for the
    greater good and, to his last hour, as willing to stretch out a hand to a small boy
    with dragon pox as he was on the day that I met him." There wasn't a dry eye
    left before Elphias concluded.

    Even Harry had tears in his eyes as he went up to the platform, much to the
    surprise of the funeral organizers, who had not planned on the Boy-Who-Lived to
    speak, and even if they had, they would not have called upon him to give the
    conclusion. But when Harry met their subtle looks asking him to please refrain with
    his fierce green eyes, they relented and gave up the podium for him to say his piece.
    He was, after-all, a close acquaintance of the former Headmaster, and more
    importantly, not someone to be trifled with.

    "First of all, I am sure Albus would want to thank you all for this wonderful,
    wonderful tribute. And I am sorry, really I am, for butting in here at the end."
    Harry turned and gave a grateful nod to Elphias Doge. "That was a touching euology
    and I couldn't think of any better way to say goodbye to the Headmaster than that, so
    thank you." Harry turned back to the crowd giving, drawing their attention to him
    with a pause. "But there are some things I really must clear up."

    Harry made flourish with his hands and the glass coffin was illuminated with a
    bright, glowing light. "If you notice, the coffin that is supposed to hold Albus
    Dumbledore's remains is empty, and there is a good reason for that. You see….Albus is
    not dead."

    A shocked murmur went up from the assembled crowd. One wizard belligerently called
    out, "Hippogriff dung! Dozens of people saw He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named kill Dumbledore
    with the Killing Curse! It was in all the papers!"

    "Yes, I know," Harry said, now amplifying his voice with the sonorous
    charm. "I was there. I saw it. That's not a lie, Tom Riddle did hit Professor
    Dumbledore with the Killing Curse, and it was only because Albus was protecting me
    that it happened. I was trying to protect my friend, and Dumbledore was trying to
    protect me. Otherwise, neither of us would have been hit by that curse." This was
    news to most of the crowd. The story in the Daily Prophet had not mentioned such
    specific details. "But let me ask you a question: what happens to the body of the
    victim when it is hit by the Killing Curse?" Harry waited a second. "Why isn't his
    body lying there in that coffin?"

    There were a few murmurs.

    "Tom Riddle did hit Dumbledore with that curse, but Dumbledore did not lose that
    day," Harry said, breaking into a smile. "He won! He accomplished what Riddle had
    always wanted but never could achieve."

    There were more murmurs. Who was Tom Riddle?

    "Some of you may be confused because I am using the man's real name instead of the
    one he made up. So let me show you what he showed me in the Chamber of Secrets when I
    fought him then." With that, just as he had with Horace Slughorn, Harry took his wand
    and spelled out the name 'Tom Marvolo Riddle' in magical flame, then rearranged the
    letters to form the sentence 'I am Lord Voldemort' for all to see. "Tom Riddle is the
    real name of the person who has been calling himself Voldemort all these years."

    Harry paused, taking in the reactions of the assembled crowd. "Tom Riddle made up
    that name because he was afraid—afraid of dying. He wanted to become someone so
    feared he would never have to be afraid of anyone attacking him, even if he did
    horrible things. Riddle has done unspeakable things to try to avoid death, but he is
    not really immortal. Unlike Albus now. Yes, Riddle killed Dumbledore, but Albus came
    back!"

    Harry clapped his hands and there was a burst of flame above him, as Albus
    appeared with a cry and a song. In the past few days he had grown to his full size,
    and now his red and gold feathers tinged with purple were vibrant.

    I am so happy to see you all!

    The crowd could not understand him, but they could feel the
    sentiment.

    "Albus?" McGonagall called out. "Is that really you?"

    With a chirp, Albus flew over to the acting Headmistress of Hogwarts, his longtime
    friend, and flew around her head, singing. Tears of happiness began to stream down
    her face as she could feel so much familiarity in the warm and comforting magic that
    was being spread around.

    "He says he has full faith in your abilities to take over as Headmaster,
    Professor," Harry interpreted for her, giving her a smile as she reached up to stroke
    Albus's head. And then he flew back up into the air and on to Elphias Doge.

    Albus made a round, visiting his good friends specifically for a few seconds while
    he merely flew around those he had been less close to. Then Albus flew back to land
    on Harry's shoulder and turned his head to the young wizard expectantly. Being a
    phoenix felt the most natural thing in the world to Albus. He was going to enjoy
    spending his first hundred years or so as a magical fire bird alongside Harry
    Potter.

    Harry turned to the crowd. "As you can see, Albus is as cheerful as can be. He is
    really grateful for your thoughts and kind words, but he does not want any of you to
    be sad. There is no need for tears, and there is no need for fear. You see, for the
    past several years the Headmaster has been—"

    "DOOM!" The word boomed out from the front row of the gathered
    crowd. Everyone looked to see the source, quickly landing on a familiar looking
    redhead whose eyes had turned into hollow whites. And then Ron Weasley's head tilted
    back, his body rising slowly into the air as he began to speak. "The doom of
    the Dark Lord is nigh! He who was marked as equal shall gather the power the Dark
    Lord knows not. Before the ninth month dies the doom shall be set and the Boy Who
    Lived shall not be touched by the dark power. The doom of the Dark Lord is
    nigh!"

    Then Ron crumpled to the ground.

    "Ron!" Hermione called out from next to him.

    "Wha—?" Ron said groggily as he began to sit up, apparently unharmed but somewhat
    woozy. "What happened? Is the funeral over?"

    "Mr. Weasley! Mr. Weasley!" a man called out excitedly. "Is it true?"

    Ron looked at the man, a reporter from the Daily Prophet, apparently, and
    scowled. "Is what true?"

    "Is the dark lord doomed to lose to Harry Potter?"

    "Is that what I said?" Ron asked looking over to Hermione, who nodded her head.
    Ron shrugged. "Well, I guess it's going to happen then. If that's what the Portents
    of Fate are saying, then it's a sure thing."

    From the podium overlooking the crowd, Harry let his voice boom. "As I was about
    to say, Albus spent the last several years training me to take on Tom Riddle. And
    now, I'm ready. You heard it from the Weasley Seer! Voldemort gave me three months to
    give up or face him in a duel. Well, I'm giving Tom Riddle until the end of
    September! If by that time he has not surrendered to the authorities, I will destroy
    him!"

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    The next morning, the front page of the Daily Prophet was dominated by three
    powerful stories. These stories would shape the belief and expectations of the
    wizarding community far more than their authors would likely ever know.

    Dumbledore Lives!

    by Marcus Goodberry

    Of all the many shocking and marvelous feats of magic that Albus Dumbledore has
    accomplished in his illustrious career, perhaps greatest of them all was witnessed
    just yesterday when he showed up alive and well to his own funeral service!

    The revelation that the 115 year wizard still lives began with the surprise
    addition of Harry Potter, Dumbledore's protégé, as a speaker at the service. Mr.
    Potter, an Assistant Professor at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardy,
    announced that 'Albus' still lived. When challenged on the fact, Potter astutely
    pointed out the oddity of there being no remains to be interred, before revealing
    that Dumbledore escaped death…by transforming himself into a phoenix!

    Mr. Potter, who apparently is now able to communicate with the XXXX rated magical
    creatures, claims that the transformation was entirely accidental and is not under
    the former Chief Warlock's control. According to the Boy-Who-Lived, 'Albus' is no
    longer a wizard and is fully a phoenix. However, this reporter suspects that this was
    Albus Dumbledore's secret plan to achieve immortality all along, and that in time he
    will return to wizard form.

    After the announcement of Albus Dumbledore's return as a phoenix, Albus briefly
    visited with close friends, all of which confirmed the identity of the fire bird,
    after which there was a brief interruption as Ronald Weasley, famed seer,
    spontaneously made a prophecy [see article, page 1] regarding an unrelated
    matter.

    The service concluded with Harry Potter transfiguring the glass coffin and
    memorial headstone into a crystalline statue of a phoenix, complete with magical fire
    and a message of hope.

    

    He-Who-Should-Be-Ashamed?

    by Rita Skeeter

    Many in pure blood society have sympathized with the motivations of the Dark Lord,
    while others have gone so far as to openly express admiration for him and his goals,
    despite the many murders he has committed over the years. Those known as Death
    Eaters, his devoted followers, by and large are from notable pure blood families,
    some even ancient or noble wizarding families.

    How, then, would they think if it were widely known that the one who styles
    himself as Lord Voldemort and professes to be of a pure lineage tracing all the way
    back to Salazar Slytherin, was actually the son of a Muggle?

    The Daily Prophet has come to discover sealed and hidden records
    revealing that the supposed pure blood is not only of mixed heritage, but that he has
    a shameful past.

    The self-styled "lord" was actually born Tom Marvolo Riddle, named after his
    Muggle father. While it is true that Mr. Riddle is descended from the Slytherin line,
    his mother Merope Gaunt being a pure blood of an ancient family line that went
    extinct years ago, his father was entirely non-magical.

    But the scandal goes much further than that! Not only was his father a Muggle, but
    his mother force-fed him love potions in order to make him love her and have his
    child. When the Muggle was no longer fed love potions, he ran off, not wanting a
    relationship with a witch!

    This writer would feel nothing but sympathy for the poor halfblood, if not for his
    pretense at being a pure blood and his murdering of Muggle born out of self-loathing.
    The Boy-Who-Lived, Riddle's most famous victim, revealed that the name 'Voldemort' is
    actually an anagram of his Muggle name! Readers puzzle it out by rearranging the
    letters of Riddles full name into 'I am Lord Voldemort' (see page 7 for more magical
    word puzzles).

    While it may be admirable to stand up for traditional magical beliefs, this writer
    finds it difficult to find any nobility in purebloods bowing to a halfblood with a
    scandalous history.

    

    Weasley Seer Predicts Dark Lord's Doom

    by Marcus Goodberry

    Whether you are a firm believer in the art of divinations or a confirmed skeptic
    of all things prophetic, you have to admit that the Ronald Weasley, better known as
    the Weasley Seer, has had a stellar career as a prognosticator, and he is still
    technically a student at Hogwarts!

    From his first prediction of a lightning storm that could have been fatal if not
    for his warning, to the famed flying-pig in Hogesmeade event, to the amazing
    undefeated run of the Chudley Cannons in Quidditch, Ron Weasley has never been wrong
    when speaking with his Inner-Eye. Even things he has said in passing, without the
    need of any trance state, have turned out to be true. His talents are so prodigious
    that he has taken over the post of Divinations teacher at Hogwarts School of
    Witchcraft and Wizardry after the passing the Sybil Trelawney.

    So, whether you believe in the discipline or not, it is wise to take note when the
    Weasley Seer speaks. And yesterday, at the funeral of the
    not-as-dead-as-first-thought Albus Dumbledore (see page 1 for story), speak he
    did!

    Shortly after Albus Dumbledore's shocking return as a magical creature, Ronald
    Weasley suddenly spoke with a loud booming voice and uttered a shocking prophecy. The
    text of the prophecy is transcribed below, edited for clarity and your
    convenience:

    The doom of [He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named] is nigh! He who was marked as
    equal [Harry Potter] shall gather the power the
    [He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named] knows not. Before [the end of September] the
    doom shall be set and the Boy Who Lived shall not be touched by the dark power. The
    doom of the [He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named] is nigh!

    During the giving of the prophecy, it appeared that Ronald Weasley was fully
    possessed by an outside force. His eyes turned white, he levitated in the air—without
    the use of any wand—and he spoke with an otherworldly voice that sent shivers down
    this reporter's spine. When questioned afterwards, Weasley had no recollection of
    anything he had said, a hallmark of true prophecy.

    Following that clairvoyant episode, The Boy-Who-Lived expressed confidence in the
    prediction's veracity by challenging He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named (see page 1 for details
    on the name) to wizarding combat by the end of September.

    Regardless of one's views on the reliability of the field of divinations, we
    should all be hoping that this one comes to fruition.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    With Hogwarts classes cancelled for the week due to the death of the Headmaster,
    his subsequent return as a magical creature notwithstanding, and all the students
    sent home until classes resumed, it was an opportune time to convene a meeting of the
    Order of the Phoenix. Kreacher and Dobby prepared the dining room for guests, while
    Sirius held a conversation with his mother's portrait, doing his best to convince her
    to remain civil and polite.

    Harry, however, had an errand to run before the meeting would begin later that
    evening. He entered Gringotts bank with a slight bit of trepidation as there was some
    chance that there would be unexpected difficulty and working with goblins was always
    an unpleasant affair. Albus had suggested that business with the goblins would be
    smoother without the presence of a phoenix, but promised to come at Harry's call if
    needed. He would always come when Harry called, his former teacher had promised. So,
    it was with that on his mind that the young wizard went up to the teller, Sorting Hat
    tucked carefully away within his robes.

    "Harry Potter to see Sub-head Kargut," Harry announced, trying to sound polite but
    business-like. Goblins despised rudeness, but they had contempt for the overly
    nice.

    "Sub-head Kargut is busy," said the teller with bit of a growl. "What is your
    business with Gringotts?"

    Harry looked the goblin in the eye, challengingly. "Sub-head Kargut and I have
    business to conclude. However, if he does not care to collect the fee that was
    negotiated until later, I can leave and deal with other matters."

    The teller snarled, but turned to an assistant next to him and spoke something in
    Gobbledygook. The assistant quickly scampered off, Harry's subtle threat of the bank
    Sub-head being displeased having the intended effect. After just a few minutes, the
    assistant returned, telling Harry to follow.

    From within Harry's robes a familiar voice spoke up. "Mr. Potter, I must
    insist that you return me to Hogwarts. I have been absent far too long." The Sorting
    Hat was none too pleased with this excursion.

    "Shh," Harry hushed the hat. "This is not the place to make noise. I promise,
    after today, I will bring you back to Hogwarts."

    "Very well, Mr. Potter," the hat acquiesced. It helped that the hat had a good
    idea of Harry's character, otherwise it might have continued to protest.

    "Sub-head Kargut will see you," the goblin escorting Harry announced after leading
    Harry to the goblin-liason's office.

    When the other goblin left, Kargut fixed Harry with a hard stare. "You know of the
    deal between Dumbledore and Gringotts?"

    Harry nodded and produced a key: the key to the Dumbledore vault. "Albus told me
    everything, including the part about your personal fee. I understand the amount owed
    Gringotts has already been put through, but your galleons were waiting on
    Dumbledore's signature. Is that right?" The goblin nodded. "I can take care of that.
    Dumbledore named me executor of his estate."

    Kargut handed Harry an official bank scroll authorizing the transfer of 2000
    galleons for exemplary service. The young wizard signed the form and passed it back
    to the goblin, who took it with his clawed hand and quickly examined it.

    "Hmph. Perfectly valid," Kargut said with satisfaction. "That concludes our
    business then."

    Harry shook his head. "Not quite. There is the little matter of the Sword of
    Gryffindor to take care of. The Headmaster left it in your keeping just before he
    travelled to the Ministry and Albus arranged for the swords use for me, correct?"

    The goblin stared at Harry, sizing him up. After a moment he smiled toothily, then
    nodded. "You are correctly informed. Wait here while I get it."

    Kargut left the room only to return a few minutes later bearing a sword of
    gleaming silver with ruby handles and the name 'Godric Gryffindor' etched into the
    blade. He proffered the sword to Harry who took it by the hilt.

    Harry frowned. "This is not the Sword of Godric Gryffindor," Harry said and
    returned the blade to the goblin.

    "Are you refusing to take the sword?" Kargut asked, his beady eyes boring into
    Harry.

    "I am here to take possession of the original sword, not a replica."

    "And what makes you think this is a fake?" Kargut asked, showing his teeth.

    Harry scowled. "I've held the real thing and I know the feel of its power." Then
    Harry reached into his robe and pulled an identical looking ruby-hilted blade. "This
    is the real Sword of Gryffindor."

    Kargut's eyes bugged out. He quickly opened a hidden compartment in his office and
    a miniature vault opened up. It was empty.

    The goblin spun around and pointed his clawed hand at Harry. "If you could draw
    the blade from the hat, why waste my time with this charade! Did you come here to
    mock me, wizard?"

    Harry took a couple of swings with the weapon before turning to face the goblin
    once more. "I came here to set Albus's banking affairs in order, Sub-head Kargut. But
    while I was here I thought I would allow you to hand over the sword honorably. I
    never expected you to go back on your word."

    The goblin made a strangled sound, his hand going to his dagger, but he restrained
    himself, not removing the weapon from its place. "Mind your words, wizard!" Kargut
    cried. "I have broken no agreement. Dumbledore negotiated for your right to use the
    sword, nothing more. There was no requirement for Gringotts to deliver the sword to
    you."

    Harry frowned for a second. Then he nodded. "I see. It is my mistake. I should not
    have assumed goblins would think like wizards. For us, if someone has the right to
    use something, you are also supposed give it to them. I guess among goblins, if
    someone is stupid enough to fall for a fake, that's their own fault."

    Kargut glared at the young wizard a moment, then he removed his hand from his
    dagger, his honor satisfied by Harry's apology. "Good. So, you are not so stupid as
    some of your kind."

    "No," Harry said, "I'm not. But do not attempt to fool me again, goblin, or there
    will be consequences. And make sure the rest of Gringotts knows about my right to
    this sword. I would not want to be accused of being a thief when I walk out of here
    with it."

    Kargut nodded.

    Then Harry shocked the goblin by waving at the concealed doorway and forcing it to
    open. "I'll see myself out," the boy said with a grin, then walked out unescorted
    Sword of Gryffindor in hand. He had memorized the way back. There would be surprised
    goblins all the way out of the bank.

    Kargut swore in Gobbledygook and immediately began the paperwork to ensure that
    all Gringotts goblins were wary of Harry Potter from now on. Not only was the wizard
    not stupid in the way of many of his kind, he had also managed to replicate goblin
    magic. A dangerous wizard, indeed.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Harry stepped out of Gringotts rather pleased with himself. He had a couple more
    things to take care of in Diagon Alley before—

    "Potter!" a familiar voice called to him in a loud whisper.

    Harry looked around, seeing nobody in the direction the sound had come from. There
    were witches and wizards coming and going, but the area by Gringotts where the sound
    was coming from was mostly empty.

    "Potter! Over here!" the voice called again.

    Harry silently cast the hominem revelio spell, and instantly he knew
    exactly where the voice was coming from, a relatively secluded area behind one of the
    bank pillars. Someone was there, under an invisibility cloak.

    Harry surreptitiously drew his wand, silently casting several protective spells
    over himself. He had a good idea who was calling him from under that cloak, but no
    idea why this person would approach him like this.

    "What is it, Malfoy?" Harry asked looking directly at the empty space where the
    Slytherin student stood.

    The top of the cloak came off, revealing Draco's blond head. "Keep it down!" he
    stage whispered, "I can't be seen talking to you."

    Harry shook his head in annoyance. "You could always come to me at Hogwarts,
    although I will be taking leave for the next month. But right now, I don't have time
    for this." Harry turned to walk away.

    "Wait, please!" Draco pleaded.

    Harry stopped. Draco Malfoy had never asked him for anything before, certainly not
    politely. There had always been challenges, insults, demands, or at best grudging
    tolerance. Harry weaved a privacy ward around the pair, making it so prying eyes and
    ears would see and hear nothing.

    "What do you want, Malfoy?" Harry asked again.

    "I'm here to offer peace," Draco answered, "between the Malfoys and the
    Potters."

    Harry paused for a second then laughed at the absurdity of the statement. "Draco,
    you might not believe it, but your father is a Death Eater who has tried to kill me
    on more than one occasion. Why would I ever trust you, and why would I be willing to
    just let him off after all he has done? To say nothing of how you treated me back in
    our first years at Hogwarts?"

    "Potter, look, I'm sorry for how I acted. I didn't know you would be so powerful.
    You are my better and I should have treated you with respect," Draco pleaded, his
    voice above a half-whisper. When that got no reaction, Draco continued hurriedly,
    "You were right about the Dark Lord and the Death Eaters, okay? My father…he wants
    safety."

    Harry's eyebrows raised. "Okay, I'm listening."

    "The Dark Lord—"

    "Call him Tom Riddle," Harry demanded.

    Draco hesitated, but then quickly nodded. "You're right. Riddle is a fake. To
    think we've been bowing and scraping to a half-blood all this time." Clearly the
    article in the Daily Prophet had had an effect.

    Harry frowned. Draco was not winning him over with this pureblood talk. While it
    was good that some wizards would no longer want to serve Voldemort, the reason was
    not very appealing to Harry.

    Draco saw Harry's reaction and quickly changed tack. "Riddle has taken over our
    home. He tortures our family, abuses my father in front of everyone for some supposed
    'failure' that happened while he was gone. Tom Riddle is using us and nobody seems to
    care. Please, you've got to save us. When you destroy…Voldemort…spare my family."

    Harry almost reacted in shock, but just barely managed to keep his expression
    neutral other than for a brief widening of his eyes. Draco Malfoy now believed that
    not only was Harry the right side, but that he would defeat Voldemort. This was
    massive. But he had to make sure.

    "Your father sent you to me?" Harry asked, looking Draco in the eyes, carefully
    employing legilimency to see the truth.

    Draco shook his head, "My mother," he answered. Harry saw the moment in Draco's
    mind where Narcissa Malfoy took her son into a closed room and asked him to seek
    Harry out. "But my father knows and agrees." Lucius had pulled Draco aside after
    Narscissa had tasked Draco with appealing to Harry, just as Draco had said. "He told
    me to save our family, and that I can offer you whatever you want, within
    reason."

    Unless Draco was a near perfect Occlumens, he was telling the truth. Harry broke
    eye contact and Draco was none the wiser of what had just happened.

    "What do you have to offer," Harry asked.

    "We've got money," Draco started.

    Harry cut him off, "Not interested."

    "Information!" Draco said next. "Even though my father is out of Riddle's favor he
    keeps him around to bully. He hears everything!"

    Information was something Harry needed. "For example?"

    "Severus Snape. He's been—"

    "A double agent working for Voldemort all along, I know," Harry said, cutting off
    Draco mid-sentence. "He got Dumbledore killed by delaying my message."

    That, of course, was not exactly what happened, but Draco would believe it was
    what Harry believed, and in the unfortunate situation that Voldemort read Draco's
    mind, this would offer Severus Snape a little additional protection. Unfortunately,
    there was nothing Harry could do to protect Draco and his family if Voldemort read
    their minds, but Draco knew this before he ever came to find him.

    Draco, for his part, was floored that Harry already knew about Severus Snape's
    allegiance. He had thought it would be the big surprise that would win him and his
    family Harry's assistance. Everyone knew of the great enmity between the Head of
    Slytherin and Harry Potter, and Draco thought revealing this would please Potter
    enough to seal the deal. Now he was left scrambling for something, anything useful to
    offer his former rival.

    "The Ministry!" Draco blurted out. "Voldemort wants to take over the Ministry
    using the Imperius curse! Yaxley is trying to put someone high up under the Imperius
    so Tom Riddle can take over the government."

    This was news. Harry nodded. "Okay, Draco. If you and your family act as spies on
    Voldemort, I promise when everything is over that your family will be spared. But
    your father will have to pay for the lives he has taken. He won't get off
    free."

    "I understand, Potter. But my mother, she hasn't done anything. They may want me
    to join, but…"

    "Then you join. Just don't kill anyone, whatever you do, and I will make sure you
    are pardoned. Kill anyone, and you have no promise. The same goes for your father. If
    he kills anyone from here on out, he will get no mercy. But if your family tries to
    make up for what you've done wrong, I'll make sure the Ministry is as lenient as they
    can be."

    There were tiny tears in Draco's eyes, which he brushed away. "I was wrong about
    you, Potter," he said. And he meant it.

    "How do I know I can trust you not to betray me to Voldemort, Malfoy?" Harry
    asked.

    "I swear it," Draco answered. Then he took up his wand. "I swear on my magic that
    the Malfoy family will serve you until you defeat Tom Riddle," he said, the tip of
    his wand lighting up as he did so.

    Harry nodded, then took Draco's hand and shook it. "I'm going to do my best to
    save your family. And I will destroy Voldemort. Now I have a meeting to go to about
    how I'm going to win."

    Draco nodded, then pulled the invisibility cloak up over his head. There was a
    quiet pop and he was gone.

    Harry took a deep breath. Now, he just needed to get a few supplies and get the
    Sorting Hat back to Hogwarts. He was going to have a lot to say at the upcoming Order
    of the Phoenix meeting and there was a lot to do before his confrontation with
    Voldemort.

    

    Author's Note: The euology given by Elphias Doge in this chapter
    comes directly from Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows by JK Rowling.

  


  
    42. The End of the End
  

  
    Chapter 37: The End of the End

    

    "Butterbeer! Get your Three Broomsticks Butterbeer!" Ginny Weasley called out as
    she made her way down the stadium steps holding up a tray of the beverage.

    "Omnioculars!" Fred shouted, "Witness the Boy-Who-Lived, the Gryffindor
    Wunderkind, Harry Potter defeat You-Know-Who—Because you all know who: his name is
    Tom Riddle—in the wizard duel of the decade! See it up close from the comfort of your
    seats with these special edition omnioculars!"

    All across the half-filled Dartmoor Quidditch Trillenium stadium, witches and
    wizards were suddenly finding themselves appearing in the stands, some falling quite
    abruptly not having expected to be suddenly transported by portkey. A middle-aged
    witch with silvery white hair landed and fell on her rear, bemusedly holding a quill
    and parchment in her hand with the initials W.W.W. spelled out on the envelope it had
    come in. Before the witch even had a chance to take in her surroundings, the
    parchment leapt out of her hands and transformed into floating mouth. The woman
    flinched away, expecting the noisy embarrassment of a howler, but when confetti shot
    out of the envelope and the sound of a party horn went off, she realized this was
    something else.

    "Congratulations! You have won free admission to the most spectacular wizard
    duel since Albus Dumbledore vs. Gellert Grindelwald! Witness fate play out and
    prophecy be fulfilled! In the meantime, enjoy free refreshments and make yourselves
    comfortable! The duel may begin any minute!"

    An upbeat song from the Weird Sisters was playing around the area and every now
    and again fireworks would go off, sometimes taking the form of Harry Potter, a
    phoenix, or the logo of Weasley's Wizarding Wheezes.

    "Pumpkin pasties, treacle tarts, and Berties Everyflavor Beans!" Neville
    Longbottom called out. Several of Harry's classmates had been recruited for the
    event, and with Professor McGonagall as the new Hogwarts Headmaster, it hadn't been
    difficult to convince her to let them join in.

    "Ladies and Gentleman!" George's voice boomed out. "You are all about to witness
    history! Have no fear, these Quidditch stands are still heavily warded. Nothing from
    inside the stadium can hurt you. In just a few minutes you will witness Harry Potter,
    our good friend, fighting for all of us, preparing to Vanquish Tom Riddle, for the
    fourth and final time! While we wait for the duel to begin, here are some words from
    my brother, the wizard who predicted the Chudley Cannons' victory, Ronald Billius
    Weasley, the seer!"

    From next to George, an annoyed voice called out "Oy! There was no call to tell
    the whole stadium my middle name!"

    And then a large spectral image appeared in the middle of the stadium. A perfect
    recreation of Ron's prophecy given at Albus Dumbledore's funeral was projected to
    remind everyone of that prediction.

    "DOOM! The doom of the Dark Lord is nigh! He who was marked as equal shall
    gather the power the Dark Lord knows not. Before the ninth month dies the doom shall
    be set and the Boy Who Lived shall not be touched by the dark power. The doom of the
    Dark Lord is nigh!"

    After a few minutes, the announcements repeated with the stadium had reached
    nearly three fourths capacity. But then the music stopped, the fireworks ceased, and
    a cheer went up as Harry Potter arrived in the middle of the stadium in a flash of
    phoenix fire.

    A moment later, the Dark Lord Voldemort and Severus Snape arrived together and the
    crowd gasped.

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Three weeks earlier:

    The third meeting of the Order of the Phoenix since the battle of at the Ministry
    was called to order with Mad-Eye-Moody sitting next to Harry at his right hand, while
    Albus remained perched directly behind him. The phoenix on occasion could add some
    information, but it seemed he could only help with happy or positive comments. So, it
    was a part Harry's plan that the group was being worked out, with Mad-Eye Moody
    deciding on operations. There were tricks and traps that an inexperienced wizard, no
    matter how powerful, could fall into, and Moody was there to keep Harry and the Order
    out of such pitfalls.

    "Shacklebolt," the gruff ex-auror barked, "what's the report on Ministry security
    integrity?"

    Kingsley nodded in acknowledgement, stood, and began his report. "Harry's source
    was accurate again. Pius Thicknesse was observed attempting to place much of the
    senior ministry cabinet under the Imperius curse. He has been apprehended and is
    currently in St. Mungo's under suspicion of being under the same curse. Hopefully the
    course of potions he is being put on will give him the willpower to break free of the
    imperius. So far, it seems we have been successful in isolating suspected Death
    Eaters and preventing any potential takeover."

    "Keep up the vigilance!" Moody replied, praising the efforts of the auror. "Having
    the Ministry clear of Death Eater control will go a long way to keeping the
    casualties in this war down."

    "Speaking of which," Harry said, "we're about to face the worst of it. According
    to my source in the Death Eater's inner circle, Tom has gotten impatient with the
    plan to quietly take over the Ministry and plans on inciting terror to create
    disarray. The Death Eaters are preparing attacks on populated areas to put the fear
    of Voldermort back in people's hearts. So, we're going to need to be ready to step
    in, as are the aurors."

    "So, we're supposed to just wait and react to the Death Eaters attacking people?"
    a woman's voice spoke up, questioningly. Emmeline Vance was a respected member of the
    Order, though Harry had only seen her in action once, at the battle of Little
    Hangleton. "When are we going on the attack? We know where their headquarters are,
    why don't we just attack them?"

    "You mean," Harry said, "when am I going to just go ahead and vanquish
    Voldemort?"

    "Well," Vance said with a shrug, "why don't you? You've publically said you can.
    What are you waiting for?"

    "Hold on, Emmeline," Remus interrupted. "You are expecting too much of Harry.
    While I have every confidence in him, taking on Tom Riddle right now…"

    "Remus," Harry interrupted, "it's okay." Harry nodded to Remus then turned towards
    Emmeline. "I want this over as fast as possible, believe me. This has been hanging
    over me my entire life, literally ever since my birth. But, there are a few
    complications. For example, Tom Riddle is partly immortal."

    There were whispers that went around the table.

    "Don't ask me for details, because I won't tell you for reasons Alastor would
    understand, but Riddle has a particular protection from death. It's why when his
    attempt to kill me backfired he didn't fully die. If I were to kill him right now, he
    would be gone for a few years, then come back again, and most likely faster than last
    time.

    "Dumbledore was working on a plan to strip Voldemort of his protection for about
    the past sixteen years. There is just one more thing to be done, and after that, Tom
    Riddle can be defeated for good. But even then, it won't be easy. One on one, I can
    beat him." Harry said this with confidence, squashing the doubt he felt within him.
    "But surrounded by his followers, it's a lot more dangerous."

    As this information reached the ears of the Order members, the phoenix perched
    behind Harry stirred, flapping over to Harry's shoulder before letting out a trill.
    With all of your help and support, Harry will be able to win the day and vanquish
    the darkness.

    Harry, of course, relayed the message from Albus. The table became quiet, letting
    Harry's words sink in. He looked around at all the assembled Order members: The
    Weasleys, Remus, Sirius, Mad-Eye, Professor McGonagall, Shacklebolt, Tonks, Dedalus
    Diggle, Hestia Jones, and Severus Snape. Hagrid would have been invited, but he
    wouldn't have fit in the dining room and had Order business elsewhere. They were good
    people and capable; all they needed was hope.

    "This is it. It's the critical time. With your help, we can stop the Death Eaters
    from recruiting more members. We can isolate Tom Riddle from his support, and then I
    will vanquish him, as two seers have prophesied. But until then, I need you all to be
    ready at a moment's notice."

    There were murmurs of assent from all around.

    "Alastor, you know how to organize the Order for fighting better than I do.
    Kingsley, I'm relying on you to have the aurors ready for action whenever the Death
    Eaters make a move. So, I'll leave that to you two to work out." Both men nodded, and
    then Alastor began handing out assignments.

    The rest of the meeting went smoothly; every concern raised was dealt with and
    every piece of intelligence that was gathered was analyzed. Soon, everyone was
    preparing to leave, but before a few particular Order members could exit, Harry
    quickly called them over for a talk.

    "Fred, George," Harry said, clapping the older Weasleys on the back. The pair had
    always been supportive. "I've got a special mission and I think you two are the right
    wizards for the job."

    "What is it, Harry?" Fred asked.

    "You know, whatever it is you need," George added.

    "All you have to do is ask!" Fred said finishing his twin's thought.

    "I need the two of you to plan a surprise party," Harry said with a Marauder's
    smile.

    "For who?" the two redheads asked in unison.

    "Voldemort," Harry answered, and then he explained his plan to the two of
    them.

    "Professor Snape," Harry called as the twins left through the fireplace, massive
    grins on their faces.

    The tall black haired man stood before him, impatience showing in angle of his
    shoulders. "Mr. Potter, whatever it is, please make it brief; I do have things of
    import that I should be attending to back at Hogwarts, especially with you taking
    time away and leaving me to instruct the lower years in addition to my already busy
    workload."

    "Right then," Harry said. "I'll make this as short as I can. You resent me."

    Severus Snape met Harry's eyes, something he had avoided ever since their
    legilimency battle.

    "Perhaps if you were not so insufferable…" Severus began, before Harry quickly cut
    him off.

    "And I resent you just as much. I know why you feel like you do, but that does not
    excuse your bullying me in my first few years at school or for you being such a git
    all these years."

    "Your father—"

    Harry did not let Snape complete a sentence, silencing him, literally, with a
    raised finger.

    "My father bullied you the way school bullies do, the way Gryffindors and
    Slytherins have been at it for hundreds of years. But you resent me most of all not
    because of the embarrassment of that, but because my mother chose my father over you,
    and I'm the proof of it." Severus struggled against Harry's silencing spell, his eyes
    scrunched up with the effort and his fury over this treatment. "And for my part, I
    resent you most of all because it was partly your blabbing of Trelawney's prophecy
    that got my parents, my father and mother, killed."

    Harry released the silence spell, but now Severus Snape was left with nothing to
    say, only a strangled sound escaping his lips. This last accusation hit straight to
    the potion master's deepest regret and guilt, and he was left loathing Harry for
    bringing it up and loathing himself for it being true.

    "I haven't forgiven you for that, the same as you haven't forgiven yourself, and
    so we resent each other, deserved or not." Harry let out a breath. "But I forgave
    Albus for his part in this, and while he had better intentions than you did at the
    time, he was even more responsible than you for what happened. So, maybe one day we
    will both forgive each other. Maybe."

    Harry paused for a moment as the current Hogwarts Defense Against the Dark Arts
    professor asserted control of his emotions. However, the younger wizard still did not
    give the older man a chance to speak. "Of course, neither you nor Albus actually
    killed my mother. That was Tom Riddle. I think both of us want him dead much more
    than any bad feelings we have for each other, and I intend to do destroy him."

    There it was. The thing that bound the two together. A love for one person and a
    hatred for the one who took her life.

    "I know you have risked your life over and over, put yourself in an unbearable
    situation for years. So, I can put aside our problems to get this done."

    Severus sneered. "None of this is news, Potter. Whatever epiphany you think you
    have had…"

    Harry shook his head. "No epiphany. I just wanted this all out in the open because
    I'm going to ask you to do something that even Albus never asked of you."

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    One week before the day of the duel:

    It was weeks later when Bellatrix Lestrange stood outside Obscurus Books,
    the bodies of three aurors at her feet, and pointed her wand towards the sky.

    "Mosmordre!" She felt some satisfaction at seeing the hauntingly
    mesmerizing shape of her master's mark looming above the area.

    Diagon Alley was mostly empty by now. The Death Eaters had appeared in force with
    Bellatrix in the lead. There had been an initial terrified reaction, but the group of
    aurors apparating onto the scene came swiftly, before her group could fully
    accomplish the goal of instilling fear back into the populace. By the time she had
    the other followers of the Dark Lord managed to kill all three of the robed
    Department of Magical Law Enforcement personnel, most of the pedestrians on the
    street had managed to disapparated away escape through the floo network.

    Two of the five Death Eaters who had come with her had been felled in the
    struggle, but the fact that she and her cohorts had overcome the Ministry's pathetic
    attempt to stop them would remind the people that it was the Dark Lord who they
    should fear. And perhaps they would stop using the name Tom Riddle, that filthy lie
    spread by the Daily Prophet, rather than the true name of the Dark
    Lord—Voldemort, if they even dared to do that much.

    All of those filthy blood traitors and Mudblood lovers were going to—

    With a sudden flash of fire, a lone wizard stood on the street, the red, gold and
    violet feathers of a phoenix contrasting sharply with the dark robes the young man
    war. If that were not enough proof of who had dared to brazenly defy the Dark Lord's
    servants, the lightning shaped scar on his forehead certainly confirmed the fool
    boy's identity.

    "Harry Potter!" Bellatrix cackled. "Seems you haven't learned your lesson. Last
    time you showed your face against me, you lost teacher."

    Harry ignored the taunts and looked up in the sky where the Dark Mark hung, the
    snake twisting and undulating slowly in the air. Bellatrix smirked at the sight,
    until the boy raised one arm into the air and made a sweeping motion with his hand,
    as if brushing away a nuisance. And the Dark Mark dissolved and faded away into
    nothing!

    Despite the shock of her master's design being dismissed so easily, Bellatrix
    quickly realized something. Potter was alone. Whatever reinforcements he expected to
    back him up were late, or not even coming.

    "Tsk, tsk, tsk, no friends coming to help you this time? Your precious Order of
    the Phoenix must be busy tonight, doing other things. Nobody is going to come to save
    you this time, little bitty Potter?"

    "I know. The aurors are handling the attack on Hogsmeade, and the Order is taking
    care of evacuating the Bones family before Tom Riddle and what few Death Eaters are
    left arrive. Tom is getting rather predictable lately. The one thing I had to wait
    for was your location. This time, I came alone. You won't be able to hide behind
    targeting my friends this time, Lestrange."

    With every word Bellatrix Lestrange's blood boiled hotter and hotter. How dare
    that impudent little brat speak that way to her? Speak that way about the Dark
    Lord?

    "Reducto!" Her spell left her wand swiftly, before any of the other Death
    Eaters knew what she was planning.

    Bellatrix's eyes went wide at the response from the younger wizard. Harry Potter
    did not move from his spot. He did not even cast a shield charm. Instead, he simply
    caught her spell on the tip of his wand and redirected it back at the Death Eaters
    next to her.

    There was an explosion of rocks and earth as the curse struck the ground in front
    of them, and one of the dark wizards beside her was blasted backwards. The others had
    managed to scramble away, but were already in disarray. This was not a favorable
    situation.

    Bellatrix attempted to disapparated, but as she started to push through the void
    between spaces, she was snapped back into place. Potter had put up a disapparition
    jinx.

    The following battle was felt surreal. Potter moved with grace and speed, casting
    spells with such power that the air screamed with magic. The simple protego
    shields cast by the Death Eaters at her side were ripped apart by the boy's magic as
    if they were made of soap water. He turned her best dark curses into harmless magical
    effects; an entrail expelling curse was deflected onto a potted plant in front of a
    store and merely turned it into a rainbow color. Her incendio tria spell was
    overpowered by a simple flame freezing charm, which should have been impossible. The
    only spell the boy deigned to avoid through dodging aside was the
    cruciatus.

    Bellatrix had had the pleasure of witnessing truly glorious magic before when
    Voldemort had graced her with a showing of his true power against lesser foes. She
    had seen even greater dueling skill those few times that the Dark Lord had battled
    against Albus Dumbledore, and it seemed that things that should have been impossible
    had happened, and even her master had needed to retreat. So when Bellatrix saw
    genius, she knew what it was.

    With her fellow Death Eaters stunned, unconscious from a major blast, petrified
    respectively, Bellatrix Lestrange was expecting a similar fate when a bright yellow
    hex struck her. However, instead of being stunned or incapacitated some other way,
    the witch instead felt her skin begin to crawl, her eyes twitched, and her head
    shook. Something was happening to her body.

    Harry Potter started snickering before bursting out laughing entirely.

    "What are you laughing at?" Bellatrix demanded.

    "You should see yourself," Harry replied between guffaws. "I'm sure Neville is
    going to appreciate this."

    Bellatrix knew it was foolish to take her eyes off of an enemy, but the younger
    wizard was making no move to attack her, and if he had wished, could probably have
    finished her off. So, Bellatrix looked in window of Obscurus Books and
    caught her own reflection.

    Staring back at her was the face of a doll. Her dark curly hair had straightened
    and turned into a plastic blond. Her eyes had enlarged to an absurd, doll-like size
    and changed into a glassy blue. Her face had puffed out like plastic, with a rosy hue
    on her cheeks. Bellatrix Lestrange had become a living baby doll from the neck
    up.

    She screamed in rage.

    "Avada Kedavra!"

    The Killing Curse was powerful and unblocakable. For those who had the capacity
    for such murder in their souls, it was a powerful weapon. However, the incantation
    was longer than typical combat spells, not suitable against a mobile, alert duelist.
    It was an attack you would save for when you had your opponent staggered or if you
    needed them to force them to move to set up another killing blow. She had only used
    the curse out of frustration, Bellatrix knew that Harry Potter would easily avoid her
    attack.

    Except that he didn't.

    The green bolt of death traveled true and Potter stood there, an odd smile on his
    face. And when the spell struck him, the smile never wavered. Harry Potter did not
    flinch, did not fall to his knees, did not react at all. And he did not die.

    Bellatrix shook her head in denial.

    "Really, Bealltrix? You couldn't kill me in the Ministry of Magic with that curse,
    it was foolish of you to think you could defeat me with it now."

    "Avada Kedavra!" The second Killing Curse also struck true. There was
    almost no reaction again, though there was some small hitch in Potter's step.

    "As you can see, I know how to overcome the Killing Curse. I would let you go back
    and tell your master all about it," Harry said, "But, I think I'll save that as a
    surprise, and you're an evil old bint that deserves your fate for what you did to
    Neville's parents."

    And then Harry Potter's wand flashed forward and another beam of yellow light
    struck the witch. Bellatrix felt the same sensation that had happened to her head
    repeat with the rest of her body, until she went completely rigid. The last sight she
    saw with her plastic doll eyes before her body fell over was one of the Death Eaters,
    the one who had only been stunned, disaparating away as the anti-appartition jinx was
    lifted or faded away.
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    One hour before the duel:

    Severus Snape was sitting at his desk grading essays from First Year students on
    the use of charms to repel dark creatures, grumbling about inane Gryffindors, though
    to be fair this year's batch was at least competent when it came to practical
    defensive magic for their respective years. Grammar, spelling, and logic, however
    were an entirely different matter. He was just about to mark the parchment with an
    Acceptable grade when he felt the locket in his pocket suddenly grow hot. The Potions
    Master and Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher closed his eyes and settled his mind
    before pulling the gold locket out of his robe pocket and opened it. Inside, was an
    engraving of a snake, which, as soon as he looked on it stretched out and then was
    sliced in two.

    Potter.

    How he hated that boy. His impudence. His arrogance. His stupid father's face.

    How dare that boy think he could command him as Albus Dumbledore had! The son of
    his tormentor. The Gryffindor darling.

    Severus let his rage, his loathing for Potter, every slight the boy had ever done
    to him (imagined or otherwise) replay in his mind. No more. No more would he have to
    pretend to follow that fool.

    Severus gathered up the coins, special portkeys, from his desk and then proceeded
    to the fireplace where he tossed some floo powder, turning the flame an eldritch
    green.

    "Malfoy manor," Severus stated before disappearing through the floo network.

    The dark haired wizard stepped from the fireplace to be greeted by a trio of wands
    pointed directly at his body.

    "Get your wands out of my face, you fools," Severus snarled at the Death Eaters
    who tried to impede his movements. "If I were an enemy of the Dark Lord, the wards
    would not have let me in."

    "How do we know you's really Severus Snape?" Thorfinn Rowle asked.

    Having no time to bother with imbeciles, the Potions Master silently cast
    levicorpus. Rowle was yanked up by his ankle to remain suspended there.

    "Aye, that's Severus Snape, alright," one of the other two acknowledged. That had
    been Severus' signature spell back at Hogwarts. While many others had learned and
    taken up the spell during his days at Hogwarts, the use of the jinx in this situation
    was easily recognizable. "Either that or he'll be dead when the Dark Lord sees
    him."

    Severus let his cloak billow behind him as he walked past the floo entry guards at
    Malfoy Manor, heading for his master. When he arrived in the dining hall what served
    as the headquarters for the Death Eaters for the time being, he noted how few Death
    Eaters there were left. Of the Inner Circle, only a few remained: Rodolphus and
    Rabastan Lestrange as well as Anonin Dolohov and Amycus Carrow. Oddly missing was
    Lucius Malfoy. Of course, the "host" family had been out of Lord Voldemort's favor
    since his return and learning of some kind of failure, so it was not too much of a
    surprise. The other half dozen or so Death Eaters present were lesser, less talented,
    less competent members.

    Severus Snape dropped to his knees. "Master," he said, "I have come with urgent
    news."

    Lord Voldemort rose and glided over to where Snape knelt. "And what is this news,
    Severus," he asked, his voice a quiet hiss. This false calm was a bad sign. The Dark
    Lord was agitated.

    When Severus looked up, he was met with the burning red eyes of the Dark Lord.

    "I know where Harry Potter is. The Order of the Phoenix has emergency portkeys
    that take the user to a safe house. Only those holding these coins can enter,"
    Severus explained. "Potter, his mudblood girlfriend, and the Weasley blood-traitor
    are all hiding there now."

    Voldemort stared for several long moments into Severus Snape's eyes and mind.
    After a few seconds, he smiled and nodded.

    "Severus, my most faithful servant. After all this time you continue to succeed
    where others have failed.

    "The Potter brat is strong," Severus noted as he stood up.

    "Rodolphus, Rabastan, Dolohov, Creasley, Gibbon," the Dark Lord commanded. "You
    will come with me."

    Severus handed each of the Death Eaters one of the specially designed portkey
    coins. "Master, after this, the Order will know of my true loyalty. Let me, at least,
    see the end of Potter."

    Voldemort smiled thinly. "Yes, of course, you may accompany me to my victory,
    Severus."

    The Potion's Master handed the snake faced wizard a portkey, this one slightly
    bent, like the one in his own left hand.

    "I am afraid the activation word will be unpleasant," Snape said as he held up a
    pre-written piece of paper with the phrase written on it.

    The Dark Lord sneered. "Fitting," he said.

    And then they all repeated the words on the paper.

    "Doom. Doom. Doom."

    

    Weasley Seer

    

    Voldemort felt the pull of the portkey and the familiar sensation of being whisked
    away over a great distance. As the brief journey ended, he exerted his magic and flew
    down to the ground at a graceful glide rather than be subjected to the uncomfortable
    force of re-entry as he once had in his use. Next to him, his servant was kicking his
    feet, slowing his own decent in the normal, more ungainly way.

    Unfortunately, the Dark Lord noticed at the same time that he was not arriving in
    any sort of "safe house" as he had expected. Instead, he was at some kind of large
    stadium. Surrounded by a strange crowd.

    But, at least, Harry Potter was there as Severus had promised, though the boy
    standing across from him had far too smug of an expression on his face.

    "Severus," Voldemort called with annoyance, "what is the meaning of this?"

    The potions master had landed a short distance from Voldemort and was already
    walking briskly away. "I am openly betraying you," the wizard answered as he pivoted
    and drew his wand pointing it a the dark wizard. "Obviously."

    The surprise at this turn of events was total. Voldemort, the most skilled
    legilimens of all had seen into the man's mind. If Severus has been under
    the imperius curse, not likely given the Potion Master's strength of will,
    the dark lord would have seen the effects in his mind. Severus Snape despised Harry
    Potter. The man wanted nothing more than to destroy his enemy! How could this be?

    "Explain yourself, Severus," the snake faced wizard said, raising his wand towards
    the man. "Perhaps I will make your death less painful than I will make Harry
    Potter's."

    "I am choosing the winning side, Tom," Severus said. "Potter will defeat
    you, so your threat is empty. You are doomed."

    The curse that left Voldemort's wand was fast and vicious. It contained all the
    rage, hate, and frustration at his Death Eaters' recent defeats. It was a reaction to
    the unexpected betrayal, the realization that, somehow, Severus Snape had bested him
    with his occlumency, and worst of all, had chosen Harry Potter over him.

    Severus Snape deflected the curse.

    It was a near thing. The Hogwarts Professor had needed to struggle to force the
    powerful curse off, but in the end the dark magic had skidded to the side where it
    left a black mark on the grassy surface of the Quidditch pitch. Anger flared even
    more greatly in Voldemort's heart.

    "If you must know what has changed, the answer is nothing. I have hated you ever
    since you killed Lily," Snape said. "I may despise her son, but I hate you a thousand
    times more."

    "You will die for this," Voldemort promised, red eyes blazing. He let loose a
    blasting hex this time.

    Severus readied his wand, but before the hex struck, Harry Potter had moved to
    stand between Severus and the Dark Lord and easily shielded both of them from the
    attack.

    "No," Harry said, "he won't. Because you will be dead. Severus,
    step back." At Harry's insistence, the Potions Master withdrew, leaving Harry to face
    the dark wizard alone. "This is between me and you, Tom. My name is Harry Potter. You
    killed my parents; prepare to die."

    Voldemort laughed. Potter had no idea. No matter how strong the boy had become
    there was no threat. So long as his horcruxes existed, death would never claim
    him.

    "Kill me?" Voldemort cried. "You cannot kill me. I cannot die! I am the greatest
    wizard to ever live!"

    "Albus Dumbledore was the greatest wizard," Harry retorted. "And I have already
    beaten you three times: twice as a student and once as an infant. And now that I have
    mastered magic you cannot even imagine, you are doomed. Doomed."

    "I killed Albus Dumbledore," Voldemort shrieked. How could anyone
    still doubt his superiority after his victory?

    At that, the phoenix on Harry's shoulder took flight, giving a cry as it circled
    around the stadium briefly. Yes, I did die, Tom, but I live on now. Darkness like
    yours will always lose to the light.

    Harry interpreted for Albus as the red and gold magical creature flew around
    before finally disappearing in a display of magical fire. Voldemort felt the magic
    from the creature, and while it was different from before, the dark wizard could have
    no doubt that the rumor was true: somehow Dumbledore had risen from the ashes of his
    death to become a phoenix. Dumbledore had found immortality.

    No matter. The old man was no longer a wizard, so was no longer of
    consequence.

    However, what was of consequence was the fact that there was an audience here, a
    large one. For the first time since arriving by the trick portkey, Voldemort had
    taken stock of his entire surroundings. It had been obvious from the start that he
    was on some kind of Quidditch pitch, but the fact that there were thousands of
    witches and wizards all around had been lost in the excitement of the initial
    confrontation. The dark lord felt some degree of worry. It was one thing to face any
    single wizard, or even a group of witches and wizards. It was another to possibly
    have to defend against a thousand magicals!

    Vodemort disapp—the attempt to disapparate failed. He tried again. He managed to
    pop half away, but was immediately forced back. Somehow, Potter had made an
    anti-apparition jinx that could prevent his escape. Yet another reason to kill the
    boy.

    "Trying to run, Tom?" Harry asked. "Why would you need to run if you can't be
    killed?" Harry gestured to the audience, separated from the arena floor by a warded
    shield. "You know, the arena has been charmed so that the audience can hear
    everything. If you run, they will know you are afraid of me. But you have no need to
    worry about them. They can't interfere. I am your doom."

    The boy had confidence. But against Voldemort? He had no hope. If he were foolish
    enough to face him one on one, the boy would die. So be it. This would be the place
    of their final battle.

    Voldemort began the duel with a quick, silent curse. Potter deflected it, with far
    more ease than Severus had, and began casting curses of his own. Truly, the boy had
    made extraordinary progress in a very short period of time. It was a shame a wizard
    so talented would waste his life opposing him. But even if the boy wanted to join the
    Death Eaters, there was no way to let him live with such a prophecy out there as
    there was. Voldemort had to kill the boy to disprove it.

    Truthfully, if measured at the same age Voldemort had to admit he had not achieved
    Potter's level of skill with charms or curses. Then again, as a young man, Tom Riddle
    had only ever had to deal with other students at school. Had he been destined to face
    off with someone in a duel to the death, he would surely have learned even more. The
    crowd was justified in cheering as he and the boy put on a display of magic few had
    ever seen the equal of.

    Potter moved like a master, not only sidestepping spells rather than relying on
    shielding more often than not, but also creating angles that made it difficult for
    Voldemort to deflect them as well. The boy was able to counterpell curses and jinxes
    with alarming accuracy, showing a repertoire of magic more suited to a dueling
    champion than a student. Even more frustrating, Potter had apparently trained
    extensively with Albus Dumbledore, mimicking the old wizard's style of transfiguring
    the environment around them and using that to both shield and attack. Fortunately,
    the boy's spells lacked the same punch and power as Dumbledore, so there was almost
    no….

    Some kind of lavender colored curse slipped past Voldemort's guard, pierced his
    shield, and struck his thigh. Immediately, the area the curse had struck began
    transforming from clothing and flesh into glass. The area quickly spread from his
    thigh over his entire body in a matter of mere seconds.

    No, Voldemort denied. NO.

    There was an intense sound of glass shattering and Voldemort's form shifted into
    that of a serpent made entirely of fire. The stadium filled with the oppressive dark
    magic of Voldemort's full power unleashed, as the fiery snake that was the dark
    wizard struck out towards the young fool who had dared to attempt to transform
    him!

    There were screams from the audience all around.

    Impossibly, Harry Potter apparated away using the combat form of the technique,
    turning into a white smoke that escaped the burning serpent. It should have been
    impossible with an anti-apparition jinx up, yet somehow the boy had managed it.
    Voldemort, seeking to conserve his strength for what was to come, reverted back to
    his wizard form, snake-face and all.

    "Clever spell," the Dark Lord praised. "However, you will not fool me again with
    such a trick, Potter."

    Harry Potter nodded his head. "You're right; that's not what kills you. It will be
    by my hand that you die as Trelawney prophesied, but as with everything, Tom, your
    death today is your own doing."

    "Foolish boy! I am Lord Voldemort! I cannot die!"

    Harry shook his head. "You are already dead, you just don't know it yet. But
    before I kill you, I have a few surprises to share. For example, I have discovered
    the magic to overcome the Killing Curse, did you know that?"

    "You liar, boy!"

    "Then prove me wrong," the impudent young wizards said with a shrug of his
    shoulders. "Kill me with the curse that bounced off of me when I was just an infant.
    Use the curse that none of your Death Eaters could defeat me with. You are supposed
    to be the Dark Lord, aren't you, Tom? Show me then. I won't even move."

    Of all the temerity, this fool dared to challenge him so openly! And there Harry
    Potter was, standing still, arms wide open, his wand not even in his hands!

    He was the Dark Lord Voldemort, nobody could withstand his curse! He would slay
    the boy right here and now and leave his mark in the sky above this arena as a
    reminder to all that there was no witch nor wizard past or present who could defy
    him! He twirled his wand, gathering all the force of power within him and brought it
    all to bear in one devastating blast!

    "AVADA KEDAVRA!"

    The bolt of sickly green death that shot from Voldemort's yew and Phoenix feather
    wand was brighter than sunlight and hotter than lava as it sped across the arena
    floor. Where that curse traveled, the grass beneath it was instantly scorched and
    blackened. The air it passed through became putrid, as every microorganism within it
    perished instantly.

    Few could have evaded that curse once it left the tip of Voldemort's wand, though
    the boy surely could have. Yet, he did not, he merely stood there with an eerie smile
    on his lips as the spell…simply vanished as it touched him. After a second, the
    Boy-Who-Lived looked at his two out stretched arms in turn, then back to
    Voldemort.

    "Was that it?" Harry Potter asked. "Do it again."

    There were gasps and murmurs from the audience, but none were so shocked as
    Voldemort himself. It was impossible. Impossible! Nobody survived the Killing Curse
    when Voldemort cast it! Even in the rare case that a strong wizard managed to throw
    off the curse when cast by a lesser Death Eater the intended victim would
    almost always collapse, and at the very least would stagger. But the boy had not even
    moved! It was as if he simply absorbed the spell, which was completely
    impossible!

    "Avada Kedavra!" The second curse, not nearly as potent as the
    first, had the exact same outcome. "AVADA KEDAVRA!" Voldemort dug
    deep for the third, drawing on enough magic to even make even himself feel tired.
    Yet, there stood Harry Potter, quirky smile on his face, without even the smallest
    hitch in his step.

    "I told you," Potter said, voice slightly lilting in mockery. "Your curse cannot
    kill me. You are doomed."

    For the first time in decades, a thrill of fear trembled through Tom Riddle's
    heart.
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    Thirty six minutes and twelve seconds before the duel:

    Harry Potter appeared in the nearly empty Trillenium Quidditch Arena. He took two
    steps over to the right and used his wand to mark the spot with a faintly glowing 'X'
    shape which only a blood relative of the caster could see.

    "Is it time?" Hermione's voice called out to him.

    "Right," Harry said affirmatively. "Everything will go according to plan," Harry
    told her. Hermione visibly relaxed at hearing this, her anxious expression replaced
    with a calm smile that warmed the young wizard's heart.

    Several witches and wizards gathered around Harry, all familiar faces. Naturally
    his godfather, Sirius Black was there, as was Remus Lupin, his father's best friends.
    Hermione Granger and Ron Weasley would both play important roles in what was to come,
    and they would do spectacularly, Harry knew. Also helping out in no small way,
    creating the atmosphere that would be needed were several more members of the Weasley
    Family—Fred, George, and Ginny. Neville Longbottom, Luna Lovegood, as well as Dennis
    and Collin Creevey were all there.

    "Fred, George, start activating the portkeys in fifteen minutes. You've done a
    marvelous job preparing the stadium. Neville, Luna, Dennis, Collin, please start
    getting the refreshments ready for our guests. Dobby, Kreacher, and Winky are waiting
    in the kiosks and will provide everything. We will need as much of the crowd to stay
    in a positive mood as we can. Sirius, Remus, Ron, Hermione, I'll need your help
    setting up the arena floor." Harry pulled out a parchment from his robe and pointed
    to a diagram of the arena. "Transfigure these locations and connect them along these
    lines. Hermione, you can help me with setting up the golems. You did much of the
    spellwork on them after all."

    It took Harry and his friends just over ten minutes to create a series of tunnels
    and enchanted trap doors across the arena floor. The Marauders and Hermione had
    worked along with Harry for the past month on preparing the spells they would need,
    so it only took a few waves of their wands and an incantation or two to set up. The
    actual tunnel systems and the ingenious method for instantly entering and exiting had
    been almost trivial. It was the ring of invisible mist around each one and the
    magical projections they displayed in all directions that had been the real
    challenge. Hermione had dubbed it "imagemist" though nobody outside of Harry
    and his friends knew of its existence. Eventually, Hermione would reveal it to the
    world, but for today, secrecy was the key to successfully pranking Voldemort to
    death.

    Once the grounds were set up according to the plan Harry had given out, he walked
    over to where he had drawn the X and held out his hands. From out of nowhere it
    seemed, a trunk appeared, and Harry grasped the levitating object and pulled it away
    from the figure hidden beneath the invisibility cloak. Before getting too far, he
    whispered, just loud enough to be heard, "You have nothing to worry about. You'll
    see." And then he set the trunk at a precise position in the middle of the arena
    floor.

    Just twenty minutes before his upcoming duel, Harry waited in one of the
    observation boxes, just in time to witness the arrival of three entirely expected
    guests. Draco, Narcissa, and Lucius Malfoy arrived somewhat more disheveled than
    their usual proper state, but it was their beleaguered demeanor that was the biggest
    difference from the family's usual state. Lucius in particular looked very
    apprehensive.

    "Draco, Mr. and Mrs. Malfoy," Harry said by way of greeting. "You have upheld your
    end of our bargain. After today, you will not need to worry about Tom Riddle
    anymore."

    "You had best be sure of this, Potter," Lucius threatened, though entirely
    emptily. "My family has risked everything for you."

    "I think you have that backwards, Mr. Malfoy, I am the one who is risking
    everything for you. But thanks in small part to your help, I am sure of my
    victory, so you do have my gratitude. You will face some penalties for your past
    crimes, Lucius, but I can assure you it will not be as severe as Azkaban would have
    been, and after that, we can wipe the slate clean for the Malfoy family." Harry made
    a gesture with his free hand and the observation box was disillusioned. "As agreed,
    your participation in the defeat of Riddle will not be revealed until after it is
    done. Now, I have some things to prepare."

    Harry made his way back to the arena floor and disillusioned himself just before
    the first of the Weasley Twins' lucky prank victims began arriving. Harry took the
    next several minutes to enjoy the orderly chaos that the pair had created with their
    enchanted quills and letters sent to select groups across Wizarding Britain. The
    occasional fireworks and the appearance of the Weird Sisters performing live
    prevented all but a few of the arrivals from seeking to leave. A few well-placed
    Confundus charms on the exits handled those exceptions quite nicely.

    And then it was time. Harry stepped out into the open and dropped his
    disillusionment charm. He called Albus to him, making it appear as if he and the
    phoenix arrived together. A cheer went up from the crowd. Fred and George had chosen
    the attendees well, as they were universally his supporters. Then, a gasp could be
    heard from the crowd as Voldemort suddenly appeared, gliding into the stadium with
    Severus Snape kicking his feet to keep from hitting the ground with too much force
    from the portkey spell.

    "Severus," the snake-faced dark wizard called out with a hiss, "what is the
    meaning of this?"

    The potions master had landed a short distance from Voldemort and was already
    walking briskly in Harry's direction. "I am openly betraying you," the wizard
    answered as he pivoted and drew his wand pointing it at Tom Riddle. "Obviously."

    "Explain yourself, Severus," the snake faced wizard said, raising his wand towards
    the man. "Perhaps I will make your death less painful than I will make Harry
    Potter's."

    "I am choosing the winning side, Tom," Severus said. "Potter will defeat
    you, so your threat is empty. You are doomed."

    Harry almost grinned at the sound of Snape's slow, mocking drawl targeted at
    Riddle, but the quick curse the Potions Master barely managed to deflect sobered
    Harry up quickly. The younger wizard quickly moved to interpose himself between the
    man who called himself Voldemort and Severus Snape.

    "If you must know what has changed, the answer is nothing. I have hated you ever
    since you killed Lily," Snape said. "I may despise her son, but I hate you a thousand
    times more."

    "You will die for this," Riddle promised, red eyes blazing. He let loose a
    blasting hex this time just as Harry arrived.

    Silently casting a protego totalus spell, Harry Potter shielded both of
    them from the attack.

    "No," Harry said, "he won't. Because you will be dead. Severus,
    step back." At Harry's insistence, the Potions Master withdrew, leaving Harry to face
    the dark wizard alone. The Potions master would find his way into the stands, Harry
    knew, so he maintained his focus on his foe. "This is between me and you, Tom. My
    name is Harry Potter. You killed my parents; prepare to die."

    The evil wizard laughed. He was still fully confident in the outcome. But that
    would change.

    "Kill me?" Tom Riddle cried. "You cannot kill me. I cannot die! I am the greatest
    wizard to ever live!"

    "Albus Dumbledore was the greatest wizard to ever live," Harry retorted. "And I
    have already beaten you three times: twice as a student and once as an infant. And
    now that I have mastered magic you cannot even imagine….you are doomed. Doomed."

    Step Two: Remind Tom Riddle of the prophecies of his death. Remind him of his
    past failures.

    "I killed Albus Dumbledore," the man shrieked. Obviously using
    the Heamaster's name was effective.

    At that, the phoenix on Harry's shoulder took flight, giving a cry as it circled
    around the stadium briefly. Yes, I did die, Tom, but I live on now. Darkness like
    yours will always lose to the light.

    "Albus did die, he admits, but as you can see, he is alive now. And he said your
    kind of darkness will always lose to the light," Harry said as Albus flew around the
    arena, circling the dark wizard before vanishing in phoenix fire. What was to come
    would not suit the nature of the magical creature so attuned to the light. He would
    not need Albus for what was to come.

    It was the flight of the phoenix that made Riddle aware of the crowd, Harry
    noticed. Seeing thousands of wizards all gathered together made the man fearful.
    Great. Harry could feel it the moment his opponent tried to disapparate and
    failed.

    "Trying to run, Tom?" Harry asked. "Why would you need to escape if you can't be
    killed?" Harry gestured to the audience, separated from the arena floor by a faintly
    glowing warded shield. "You know, the arena has been charmed so that the audience can
    hear everything. If you run, they will know you are afraid of me. But you have no
    need to worry about them. They can't interfere. I am your doom."

    Had Tom Riddle decided to put all of his effort into escaping, there was little
    doubt in Harry's mind that he would have succeeded. While the arena was
    well-shielded, if someone as powerful as he or Riddle tried to rip through it, they
    would eventually break through the wards. Then there was the ability to fly and Tom
    would only need to go high enough to escape the anti-apparition jinx. But the threat
    of everyone present believing he feared a student still at Hogwarts was too great for
    the ego of the man who named himself a dark lord to take.

    Tom Riddle began their battle with a quick, silent curse. Harry would be the first
    to admit that his opponent was a truly great opponent. Not fully on par with Albus
    Dumbledore, but more skilled than Flitwick by a wide margin and, admittedly, more
    polished and experienced than Harry himself.

    In order to keep up, Harry had to use everything he had learned while training
    with the former Headmaster. He conjured physical shields out of the air, sent up
    sprays of dirt which he then transfigured into projectiles of all sizes, the smallest
    being the most deadly. But Tom Riddle reacted to such attempts with incredible
    reflexes and countered with barrages of curses and hexes. Fortunately, Harry had
    managed to increase the speed of his own casting since their last encounter and
    managed to keep up, and most importantly, maintain good defensive and offensive
    angles of attack.

    The trick was to know when to do which, and Harry had an advantage in that regard
    which Tom Riddle would not realize until too late. The Heir of Slytherin was a master
    of charms, curses, and defensive magic, but there was one area where the wizard was
    lacking: Transfiguration. Not that Riddle was deficient compared to the average adult
    wizard, mind you, but he was a far sight from Dumbledore, and almost certainly
    inferior to Professor McGonagall in this regard. Which was how Harry managed to slip
    a transfiguration curse through the man's otherwise impeccable guard.

    The lavender colored curse pierced Riddle's shield, which was not designed to
    repel magic of this sort, and struck the dark wizard's thigh. Immediately, the area
    the curse had struck began transforming from clothing and flesh into glass. The area
    quickly spread from Riddle's thigh over his entire body in a matter of mere seconds.
    But Harry knew this was not a winning stroke.

    There was the sound of glass shattering and Tom Riddle's form shifted into that of
    a serpent made entirely of fire. The stadium filled with the oppressive dark magic
    his full power unleashed, as the fiery snake that was the dark wizard struck out
    towards Harry.

    There were screams from the audience all around.

    Albus Dumbledore would have countered that fiery form with a tremendous gout of
    water. Unfortunately, Harry had yet to master that devastatingly deceptive attack. In
    truth, he had no counter to what was essentially a lesser form of fiendfyre.

    So, Harry ran.

    Of course, nobody saw this, and he didn't use his legs. He had slipped below
    ground, replaced by a golem that looked just like him as Harry himself was whisked
    through the underground tunnel by a summoning charm. Up above, the imagemist
    was doing its job, making it appear as if Harry had used combat apparition to escape.
    Harry emerged from the tunnel just as the image in the mist faded, leaving him facing
    a baffled dark wizard.

    "Clever spell," Riddle said. "However, you will not fool me again with such a
    trick, Potter."

    Harry nodded his head. "You're right, that's not what kills you. It will be by my
    hand that you die as Trelawney prophesied, but as with everything, Tom, your death
    today is your own doing."

    Step Three: Make Voldemort doubt his own power while believing more in
    Harry's.

    "Foolish boy! I am Lord Voldemort! I cannot die!"

    Harry shook his head. "You are already dead, you just don't know it yet. But
    before I kill you, I have a few surprises. For example, I have discovered the magic
    to overcome the Killing Curse, did you know that?"

    "You liar, boy!" The blazing, angry red eyes gave away that the taunt had worked
    perfectly.

    "Then prove me wrong," Harry said with a shrug of his shoulders. "Kill me with the
    curse that bounced off of me when I was just an infant. Use the curse that none of
    your Death Eaters could defeat me with. You are supposed to be the Dark Lord, aren't
    you, Tom? Show me then. I won't even move."

    Fortunately, Harry's enemy wasn't a basilisk, because he was glaring at Harry with
    an intensity that would have been deadly. Riddle twirled his wand, a powerful aura
    surrounding the man.

    Harry had no intention of being struck by that curse. He activated the next
    trapdoor and was instantly replaced with a perfect replica of himself, with Voldemort
    none the wiser because of the image shown through the mist. Below the surface, Harry
    moved his arms out wide as if to invite the spell to strike him and the golem above
    mimicked him perfectly.

    "AVADA KEDAVRA!"

    The bolt of sickly green death that shot from Voldemort's yew and Phoenix feather
    wand was brighter than sunlight and hotter than lava as it sped across the arena
    floor. Where that curse traveled, the grass beneath it was instantly scorched and
    blackened. The air it passed through became putrid, as every microorganism within it
    perished instantly. Even beneath the arena floor Harry felt the sheer power of that
    deadly curse. Yikes.

    The problem with just using the imagemist was that it would not impede
    the curse at all. Riddle would see the cures pass through the image and strike
    something behind and know that he was being deceived. The problem with using golems,
    Harry's first idea which he had remembered from his battle with the Hungarian
    Horntail during the Triwizard tournament, was that even a weak killing curse would
    destroy them. Even if it was replaced immediately by another, there would be the
    image of the first's destruction. But by combining the illusionary mist and the golem
    idea, Harry and his friends had come up with a perfect way to fake taking a Killing
    Curse and appear to not be affected at all.

    After a second, still below the surface, Harry very theatrically looked at his two
    outstretched arms in turn, then back to Riddle as if he had expected more. The
    replacement golem that had sprung up within the imagemist after the
    destruction of the first mimicked Harry perfectly.

    "Was that it?" Harry Potter taunted, "Do it again."

    There were gasps and murmurs from the audience, but none were so shocked as Riddle
    himself. Harry's amusement at apoplectic reaction on his enemy's snake-like face
    showed on the golem, making the effect even more infuriating to his foe.

    "Avada Kedavra!" The second curse, not nearly as potent as the
    first, had the exact same outcome as the first. The golem was destroyed, but the
    image within the mist remained static until the a third golem replaced it, at which
    time the mist returned to its invisible state. Of course, the real cleverness came in
    making it so that anyone watching from any angle would see Harry still there despite
    the change in perspective. Good thing Hermione was still more brilliant than him.

    "AVADA KEDAVRA!" Tom Riddle was panting slightly from the
    exertion of this casting, but all he had to show for it was another destroyed golem,
    and he didn't even know about that.

    This time Harry Potter himself moved back to take the place of the golem that had
    become nothing but fine dust. "I told you," he said mockingly. "Your curse cannot
    kill me. You are doomed."

    Harry could not judge Tom Riddle's emotional state from his eyes—the blood red
    color did not change or give anything away. However, the facial expressions that
    Tom's snake-like visage went through displayed showed a level of incredulity that fit
    perfectly with Harry's plan.

    "There will be no coming back for you this time, Tom," Harry said, walking calmly
    over to the trunk he had concealed on the stadium ground. "This time, I will finish
    you for good, just as I did the memory within your diary."

    Muffliato Maximus, Harry cast silently. This next part he did not want
    anyone in the audience hearing. Who knew what damage it would do if people heard
    about the horcruxes? For the next few minutes of conversation, the audience would
    only hear indecipherable voices, though they would still see everything.

    "Stop calling me that name! I am Lord Voldemort!" Tom spat.

    "Don't be so childish," Harry retorted. "Playing pretend doesn't change the fact
    that only half of your heritage is from a Pureblood line. Of course, since you were
    resurrected using the blood of a squib, does that even matter now?"

    Step Four: Destroy Tom Riddle's belief in his own immortality.

    Harry waved his hand and the trunk unlocked with a click that only he and Riddle
    could hear. The lid of the trunk opened and several ruined items levitated out. A
    familiar book, pierced through with a snake's fang. A broken ring. A destroyed
    locket. A goblet that had been rent beyond repair and corroded. A headpiece that had
    been cloven in two. One by one, the objects floated over to the formerly immortal
    wizard for him to inspect.

    "Careless of you to leave pieces of your soul lying around all over the place.
    Really, Tom, it was foolish to ever split your soul in the first place."

    For as second, Tom stood still, his whole frame shaking in rage. Harry couldn't
    blame the man for his anger; he would be angry too if he had just realized that
    several pieces of his soul were gone forever.

    "YOU!" Riddle unleashed a blasting curse that would have detonated the entire area
    if Harry hadn't been ready with Protego Totalus shield.

    "No," Harry responded harshly, "You. You did this all to yourself. You split your
    soul. You committed murder. And it was you who gave me the means to both find," Harry
    tapped his forehead where he revealed a pale, thin scar, "and destroy every
    last piece of you. Isn't there usually a snake that likes to hang around you? I
    wonder where it could be…"

    "Nagini!" Tom hissed in alarm.

    "When was the last time you tried to see through that serpent's eyes, Tom?" Harry
    taunted. And then the bisected corpse of the snake rose out of the trunk as well.
    "Sending her after Bathilda Bagshot was another mistake."

    "When I kill you, you will simply die this time," Harry continued as Tom Riddle
    anguished over the loss of his familiar, and the last horcrux he had made. "There is
    no protection for you. Even that foul bit of your soul you unknowingly marked me with
    has been removed and destroyed," Harry explained calmly. There was nothing left of
    his scar abut a thin, pale line. "Nobody will come for you. Your closest followers
    are either dead, or have betrayed you. Even your last remaining Death Eaters took a
    one-way portkey to Azkaban. You are weak, alone, and doomed."

    "No! NO!" Riddle denied and began frantically casting curse after curse at the
    Boy-Who-Lived.

    Only now did Harry Potter release his own full power, filling the stadium with the
    aura of his own strength. Now that his opponent was weakened, Harry's strength felt
    overpowering. Riddle's curses rebounded off of Harry's shields, some even being
    casually knocked aside. The audience, once again able to clearly hear what was taking
    place, began to chant and cheer for Harry. There were cries of "The Boy Who Lived!"
    and "Potter! Potter!" But it was the chant that was taken up by his friends that
    ultimately drove Tom Riddle to backpedal away.

    "Weak, alone, and doomed!" Sirius began.

    "Weak, alone, and doomed!" Ron and Hermione joined in.

    "Weak, alone, and doomed!" all of Harry's friends chanted.

    "Weak, alone, and doomed!" the crowd repeated, growing louder and louder every
    second, until it was an overwhelming force.

    Against Tom Riddle at his full strength, Harry knew he would not prevail. There
    was just too much of a gap between their magical strengths for Harry to realistically
    be able to win in purely magical duel. Even as talented as Harry was and with as much
    training as he had gotten in the past few years, Tom was more skilled and
    knowledgeable, with decades of lived experience Harry lacked. However, a demoralized,
    frightened, and doubtful Tom was another matter altogether. His spells were no longer
    overwhelming, and with the balance of belief of the crowd firmly on Harry's side,
    everything was going his way.

    Backing up, throwing out blasting hexes and dark curses in a desperate attempt to
    ward off an enemy who had somehow become impossibly strong, Tom Riddle prepared to
    make a final stand, reaching deep into his magic for a final attack.

    "I am Lord Voldemort! You cannot kill me!"

    The dark wizard's foot stepped over the X Harry had placed on the ground before
    the start of the duel.

    "I already have," Harry said, activating the last trapdoor and imagemist
    combination.

    Step One: Kill Voldemort.

    To the onlookers, it appeared as if Harry had used combat apparition to appear
    behind his opponent, turning into an insubstantial mist to cover the distance between
    them. Harry, however, witnessed himself emerging from the tunnel where he had
    remained invisible and hidden throughout the entire duel, the hidden Harry watching
    everything unfold and taking notes on the positions where future Harry had stood.
    That Harry Potter thrust the Sword of Gryffindor through the dark wizard's back. Tom
    Riddle's red eyes went wide.

    "You did this to yourself," Harry said to the dying man. "You killed my parents.
    You split your own soul. You sent the basilisk whose venom is eating your insides up
    right now against me. You tried to destroy me for my entire life. And now it is
    over."

    Riddle screamed as his body burned away from both the venom of the basilisk within
    the goblin wrought blade, and from Harry's touch, which still held the protection of
    his mother's love, which was caustic to the evil fiend who had tried to murder him
    Then there was nothing left.

    "It's over for me," Harry said to himself. "You've got quite the hour ahead of
    you, though."

    Present Harry nodded, handing the Sword of Gryffindor over to his future self.
    Then he reached under the collar of his shirt and pulled out a time turner. "One
    turn?" he asked.

    "One turn," Harry answered himself. And then one Harry vanished into the past to
    finish what had just concluded, and the other let the imagemist fade away,
    leaving him alone in the stadium. He was ready to live out the rest of his life.
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    Harry opened his eyes to find himself surrounded by almost pure white. He blinked
    several times, then shook his head. Slowly, things began to come into focus.

    Everything was still pristinely white, but now he could make out the various
    platforms of what was obviously an empty King's Cross Station.

    "Oh, Merlin, I'm dead, aren't I?" Harry exclaimed. "How?!"

    "You're not dead," a very familiar voice called out. "Not yet, at least."

    "Hermione!"

    "Of course it's me, silly. Who were you expecting? Albus Dumbledore?"

    "Well, kind of," Harry admitted, "but this is much better. So, what is this place?
    Some kind of spiritual limbo? Let me guess, these platforms represent different
    destinations in the afterlife? And if I take a train I die, but if I want it enough I
    can return to life and continue on?"

    Hermione smiled kindly, then put her hand on his shoulder comfortingly. "Oh, I'm
    afraid there is no continuing on from here. We're in the epilogue now."

    Harry snatched his arm away from Hermione, eyes going wide. "Oh no, they still
    have me!" Harry tried to flare his magic, concentrating as hard as he could on
    waking up.

    "Who still has you? What are you going on about?" Hermione asked.

    "None of this is real," Harry said to himself. "Wake up, wake up, wake up!"

    "Oh, the Matrix." Hermione said with a short, melodious laugh. "I see what's
    happening. You think you're at the end of Harry Potter and the Illusions of
    Reality." Hermione took Harry by the hand and pulled him along behind her. "But
    that's a very different fanfiction," she said pointing to a train on platform
    labelled 00001001.111. "Frightfully interesting. I looked it over when I was doing a
    bit of light reading. Quite worth a look."

    "But this is the epilogue of Harry Potter and the Weasley Seer," she
    assured him.

    "Oh," Harry huffed. "But, isn't this kind of cheap and not really satisfying?
    Won't the readers want to see the aftermath of the events rather than just being told
    about them, or worse, getting a low-effort comedy routine foisted on them?"

    "Don't be silly. People love the Omakes, Harry. Mother to a house-elf Draco and
    Pepe Le Pew Fleur are the most popular chapters of the entire story, if you are
    judging by number of reviews. Personally, though I think my turn as a genre savvy 4th
    wall breaker is underappreciated," she said with a short sniff.

    "Maybe," Harry said, "but it would be nice to see what happens with Ron after all
    of this."

    "What about me?" Ron's voice called.

    "Ron! You're here!" Harry called out and embraced his best mate.

    "Well, of course I'm here, Harry. Where else would I be?" Ron looked around for a
    bit. "Um, Harry, where are we?"

    "King's Cross Station," Harry replied.

    "At the epilogue," Hermione specified.

    Ron shrank back. "Harry, she's doing that weird mental meta-thing again."

    "It's alright Ron, it will all be over soon. Just ignore the crazy stuff for now,"
    Harry said, placating his excitable friend.

    "So, what's going on?" Ron asked.

    "We're deciding how everything ends," Hermione answered. "I mean, like how our
    lives are going to go on from here," she clarified.

    "Well," Ron sad, "Obviously we're going to be rich and famous the rest of our
    lives."

    "And you'll deserve all the fame and money you'll get," Harry said. "After all,
    there is no way I would have defeated Voldemort without your prophecy."

    Ron laughed, "Can you believe everyone bought that bit of acting?"

    "You got pretty good at it there at the end, mate," Harry assured him.

    "So, Ron," Hermione said, "what do you want to do now? The Divinations post at
    Hogwarts is yours for the taking. You could write a book of prophecies, or even an
    autobiography now."

    Ron lifted his hand up and gestured as if to push the very thought of such a life
    away. "No way, I don't want to be some kind of bookworm. No offense, Hermione. Well,
    I might come back and teach Divinations when I get older or something, but what I'd
    really love would be to be a professional Quidditch player!"

    Hermione rolled her eyes. "Boys."

    "Harry could easily play professionally as a Seeker. Too bad being the 'Weasley
    Seer' doesn't make me better on a broom. If only there was some way I really could
    see the future! Then I'd know exactly how to move to block every shot attempt. I'd be
    the greatest Keeper in history!"

    "Ron, you realize that was exactly what I did to defeat Voldemort, right? I
    watched myself fight him and took notes on what to do before time travelling back
    again, you do remember? You could just do that but for Quidditch."

    "Bloody brilliant!" Ron said beaming. "All I'll need is a time turner!"

    Harry and Ron looked over at Hermione with matching grins.

    "Absolutely not," she said.

    "Come on," Harry said, "everyone already believes Ron sees the future. This will
    just be the same kind of thing, but with sports!"

    "It would be cheating! Would you really want to win that way, Ronald?"

    Ron shrugged. Hermione sighed, then handed over one of her time turners. What, did
    you think she'd not take a few spares while she was in the Department of Mysteries?
    Time Turners are dead useful for studying, you know.

    "What about you, Hermione? Minister for Magic? Headmaster of Hogwarts?" Harry
    asked.

    "Why not both?" Hermione asked. "If Dumbledore could be Supreme Mugwump, Chief
    Warlock, and Headmaster, surely I can hold two positions at once."

    "Speaking of Albus," Harry said just as that very phoenix descended towards the
    ground before transforming into a wizard—a much younger wizard than they had known,
    but recognizable all the same.

    "Excellent work, my boy," the phoenix in human form said. "Things turned out even
    better than I had ever planned. A shame Tom could not be redeemed, but there is no
    darkness staining you from what you did. I would know."

    "Albus! So, you have mastered how to return to wizard form now!" Harry
    exclaimed.

    "Oh yes, it was quite tricky, a thrilling tale but for another time. I expect if
    this were not the end of the things, having me be able to become human would have
    been far too overpowered and the powers that be would never have allowed it. Of
    course, there were some who suspected I would return as an infant, and that
    would have been delightful, but I am quite pleased with how things turned out."

    "Sorry you had to die, Professor," Hermione said apologetically. "But you do
    understand for the hero's journey to have any meaning, any strong mentor figure
    capable of resolving the tension has to be eliminated or at least temporarily taken
    out of the picture."

    "Indeed, it was for the Greater Good after all. It is nice that I was able to live
    on as a phoenix and quite a happy ending for me that I can return to wizard form
    now," Albus replied. "Though I cannot remain in wizard form for long. I only came to
    say goodbye, though, I daresay I expect to see you again often!"

    "What do you mean?" Harry asked.

    "Now that Tom has been vanquished and all is well, I have decided to use my unique
    hybrid wizard-phoenix powers to give the world a new holiday: Phoenix Day! I'll
    travel around the world in a flash of fire, sometimes appearing as a great magical
    bird, and sometimes an eccentric old man. Either way I'll heal the good of heart with
    my tears and leave while showering the area with lemon drops, chocolates, and sweets
    of all kinds!"

    "Wicked!" Ron cried.

    "So what of you, Harry? What will Harry Potter do? Retire quietly and enjoy life
    as the husband of the Minister of Magic?" Albus asked, eyes with a flaming twinkle in
    them.

    "Husband of the Minister of Magic sounds wonderful," Harry said. "But I think I'll
    travel the world for a bit and secretly solve problems for regular people."

    "Harry Potter, Wizard in Disguise?" Hermione suggested as the title of a
    future fanfiction.

    "Actually, on second thought that sounds like too much work. I think I like Ron's
    idea of playing professional Quidditch for a bit. I'd still get to travel. I have
    always wondered how American Quidditch is played."

    "You mean Quodpot?" Ron asked.

    "No, American Quidditch," Hermione responded. "I read all about it on .
    You'd like it Ron. It's a lesser-known, American version of Quidditch that in my
    opinion solves the problem of the Seeker basically being the only important player on
    a team."

    "Well, with that sort of shameless self-promoting going on, I'm afraid I cannot
    stick around," Albus said, tut-tutting the excessive fourth wall breakage. With that
    Albus transformed back into his phoenix form and flew up. I'll see you all on
    Phoenix Day!

    "Well, that covers the three of us." Harry looked around to see if there was
    anyone else in sight. There wasn't. "But what about the rest of the minor heroic
    characters?"

    "I'm pained, Harry," Sirius Black said, appearing as soon as he was spoken of,
    "that you would consider your godfather and guardian for the past several years
    'minor' in any way!"

    "I didn't mean it like that!" Harry protested to the dashing, well-groomed,
    mustached man who had shown up to wrap him in a hug.

    "I know, kid," Sirius said with a roguish smile. "Honestly, you don't need to
    worry about me. I'm good looking, well respected, and richer than ever. Plus, I'm the
    most eligible bachelor in all of Magical Britain. The moment you get out of Grimmauld
    Place, I'm going to start holding tryouts for the future Mrs. Black. If you need to
    worry about anyone, it would be Remus."

    "Moony is doing just fine, thank you," Remus said.

    And it was true. Remus Lupin was looking well. Gone were the days where the man
    would wake up with aches, pains and wounds. Gone was the constant worry and
    self-doubt that plagued him for most of his life. He was well dressed, well groomed,
    and had a lightness to his demeanor in place of the melancholy that once had been his
    lot in life.

    "It's good to see you, Padfoot," the Marauder said as he gripped his friend
    tightly by the arm. Then he wrapped Harry in a hug. "And good to see you too, Harry."
    Ron and Hermione did not get a hug from the man, but he did give them a firm
    handshake. Not everyone could be the son of Remus's dearest friends.

    "How are things doing and what are your plans, Professor Lupin?" Hermione
    asked—for the sake of the reader, of course. It wasn't like Remus hadn't been around.
    He just didn't get much description. Sorry, about that.

    "Well with Harry's perfection of the homorphus charm, allowing werewolf
    bite victims to have their bodies locked permanently into human form and prevent
    transformations, I've been quite busy helping the werewolf population undergo the
    spell. Of course, there are few wizards or witches actually strong enough to
    successfully make the human transformation permanent, so it was slow going, but by
    this point there are very few lycanthropes on the loose."

    "And Greyback?" Ron asked.

    Remus smirked grimly, "There's a reason the Order never had to face him on the
    battlefield. I'll leave what I did to him up to your imaginations."

    "Nice one, Moony!" Sirius cheered. "So what will you do now?"

    "I had thought of teaching again," Remus said. "I do enjoy explaining things to
    young minds. Oh, and I have a date with Nymphadora Tonks. We hit it off while
    battling Death Eaters."

    "That sounds wonderful, and I can continue calling you Professor with you
    continuing at Hogwarts," Hermione noted.

    "Hermione, what about all of our friends who supported us, but had a much
    diminished role compared to—you know—canon? What about them?" Harry asked.

    "Oh, I can tell you about my family," Ron interjected. "Mum and Dad are doing just
    fine. Considering all the money and gifts I've received as the Weasley Seer, which of
    course I share with my family, Dad's thinking of completely renovating the Burrow.
    It's not like we don't have the land to expand on!"

    "That's nice, Ronald," Hermione said, patting the ginger on the head as if he were
    a pet.

    Ron scowled. "I get no credit!" he complained. "Anyways, you all saw Fred and
    George's joke products in action. Harry was the first to invest, but I had the
    foresight—see what I did there?—to put up half the money for their stake. So, now I'm
    a silent partner in the business. So, they're good.

    "Percy never became a prat," the Weasley Seer continued. "Hermione tried to
    explain timelines and stuff to me, but it's a bit over my head. Anyway, he's still on
    good terms with the family. You guys never really saw Charlie or Bill much, but
    they're both doing just fine. As for Ginny...well, she's a bit disappointed that she
    doesn't get to be with her 'one true love' and all, but she did snag Dean Thomas, who
    I punched."

    Hermione crossed her arms and raised an imperious brow. "If Ginny wanted to be
    with Harry, she shouldn't have waited until the fifth canon story to become slightly
    interesting. It's totally her own fault."

    "Wait," Harry protested, "you mean, Ginny likes me? Why didn't anyone tell
    me?"

    "Harry!" Hermione gasped.

    Harry Potter grinned. "Just kidding. I'm happy with my ending. Wouldn't change a
    thing."

    Hermione smiled despite herself. "You! Just for that, I'll have the narrator go
    through the rest with just exposition!"

    Which is just fine with me. Hagrid's secret mission for the Order was a much
    bigger success than originally. With Voldemort too preoccupied with Harry and his
    forces weakening rather than growing in strength, and with Umbridge never gaining any
    power to persecute non-human beings, the giants were persuaded to remain neutral.
    Naturally, Hagrid brought back his brother, but this time without needing to hide
    him.

    Fleur Delacour missed out on Harry Potter. But she's half-veela. She'll be fine.
    Eventually she'll find someone that doesn't become a blathering idiot around her and
    she'll live happily.

    Luna Lovegood was sadly missing from all but a brief mention in the last chapter,
    and that's a shame, but there was never really a good place to add her in.
    Xenophilius raised her in a way that encouraged her to believe in possibilities, and
    Harry found that her beliefs often more closely matched the true nature of magic than
    most people's. She's a prospective ICW member. Sorry to those who were disappointed
    not to have more of Luna. She's a favorite for good reason.

    And Peter Pettigrew…

    "Wait," Sirius Black interrupted. "Did we not take care of Peter Pettigrew at any
    time since the return of Voldemort? That…that seems like something we should have
    done."

    Hermione looked up in alarm, then over to Ron. He shrugged his shoulders. He
    looked over at Remus who shook his head. Remus upturned his hand towards Harry
    questioningly.

    At first Harry looked from side to side in confusion. Then he raised one finger.
    "Oh, right! Wormtail! Yeah…did I forget to tell everyone that during one of the raids
    from the Death Eaters that I caught the rat? I didn't mention it to anyone?"

    "No!" everyone present shouted in unison, "you didn't!"

    "Well, after disabling all the Death Eaters with stunners and such, Wormtail was
    there. He pleaded for mercy, said my father would have wanted it. So, I let him
    go."

    "You what?" Sirius and Remus shrieked.

    "I let him go…after I forced him to transform back into his animagus form and
    permanently locked him into the shape of a rat. He'll never become a wizard again. I
    picked him up and tossed him into a London sewer filled with a lot of other
    rats."

    "Nice one!" Sirius said giving Harry a high-five.

    Right, so, that's handled.

    Lucius Malfoy suffered pretty severely under Voldemort's hand. The Cruciatus is
    not nice. So, while Lucius had done some evil things, lots of corruption for certain,
    and he probably murdered someone at some point in time, his relatively light sentence
    of ten years labor is mitigated by the torture he suffered. Of course, had he not
    turned informant it would have been much harsher. Draco learned some important
    lessons in humility and became a more humble prat, but still a prat. Narcissa escaped
    any punishment as her cooperation was mostly under duress and whatever aiding and
    abetting she was guilty of was offset by her family informing on the Death
    Eaters.

    Severus Snape resigned his posts at Hogwarts. He finished out his year as the
    upper years DADA professor and Potions teacher, then never set foot in a classroom
    again, to the joy of all. He did, however, have a very lucrative career thereafter as
    the star of a reality show called "Hell's Cauldron" where aspiring potioneers
    attempted to brew potions under the harsh criticism of Snape's ascorbic tongue. It
    was a huge hit.

    Remus, Sirius, then Ron and Hermione faded into whiteness. In the void of King's
    Cross, Harry was left alone, or as alone as any character in a story ever is with
    ever-present reader watching everything.

    "Some people may feel that keeping the secret of the power of belief on magic is
    wrong," Harry said to nobody in particular, "But I experienced what a person
    unconstrained by rules could do with magic, and I believe in the need to maintain the
    secrecy. The same goes for prophecy, but in reverse. Without the secret, it would
    lose almost all power. Think about that."

    And then Harry faded away into the whiteness.

    I hope you enjoyed reading this. If you are sad to see it end, remember this story
    is based in large part on the power of belief. If you believe the story goes on hard
    enough, you can make it so, at least in your own imagination. As for this fanfiction,
    though, that's—

    The End

  

