Harry Potter sat at the kitchen table, completing his holiday homework in broad daylight. This may not sound so odd, but Harry Potter had never lead a normal life. Not only was he a Wizard, about to go into his second last year at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizadry, but he’d never been allowed to do his homework during the holidays. His Aunt and Uncle, who he’d lived with up until last summer, were a dastardly pair who hated anything to do with with the world of wizard. Now, though, Harry lived with his parents best friend, Sirius Black, just down the road from his best friend, Ron Weasley. And the best part was, he was pretty much allowed to do whatever he wanted. Well, almost. Harry, Sirius and Harry’s friends were part of a secret society. The Order of the Phoenix. Harry was, in fact, the leader of this bunch and it was there job to protect the worlds, both Muggle and Wizard, from the Dark Lord Voldemort. Even the thought of Voldemort made Harry shudder. Voldemort had kept Harry prisoner in his own mind, for a week. It was just over a few weeks since it happened, and Harry had talked himself hoarse. He’d told everyone exactly what he’d been through, and though it hadn’t been easy, his friends and family hadn’t treated him any differently, which is what he’d been most afraid of. As if the thought of friends conjured them up, Ron and Harry’s other best friend, Hermione Granger, came running into the kitchen. Ron stopped dead, a look of utmost disgust on his face.

“Harry, you’re not, well, doing homework are you?!?” Harry tried to hide his grin and nodded. Hermione tutted at Ron in her usual way.

“You don’t have to make it sound like he has a disease Ron.”

“Well, doing homework when there’s almost two whole months left of Summer is pretty sick if you ask me.” Hermione just rolled her eyes. Harry enjoyed the biplay, as he usually did these days. He’d come to realise that Ron and Hermione, who’d been going out for almost a year, actually enjoyed their arguments and they didn’t need him to get in the middle of them at all. He tried to look around them casually, looking for his girlfriend and Ron’s little sister, Ginny.

“She’ll be here in a second mate.” Harry nodded, still trying to look casual, but he couldn’t hide his disappointment. He didn’t know what was wrong. Before Voldemort had attacked him by putting him in some kind of coma, he and Ginny had become very close. He’d looked for her whenever he walked into the common room of Gryffindor Tower, or the Great Hall, or the Library or wherever. His feelings for her had gotten stronger and now, since he’d “woken up” in the hospital wing at Hogwarts, she’d been avoiding him. Only coming to his house for training with Sirius and not being home when Harry was at the Burrow. He didn’t like it, and he was going to have to do something about it. He just had no idea what. It occurred to him then, that Ron was speaking.

“…still can’t believe the OWLs we got Harry. Mum was wrapt. 5th and 6th in our grade, the twins still haven’t let me live it down. Keep calling me Mini Percy. But I reckon they’re just jealous.” And Harry reckoned Ron was prouder than he was admitting. He didn’t have time to say anything though, as Sirius had just walked into the kitchen. Harry hadn’t spent a lot of time in this house, not all in one block anyway, and watching Sirius casually walking around, without a care in the world, was a bit of a miracle.

“Hi. You guys ready? Where’s Ginny?”

“Here.” A small voice sounded behind Ron and Hermione. Harry felt his heart skip a beat. He hadn’t seen Ginny for almost a week, and he had to admit she looked terrible. Her face was pale and drawn, and Harry was reminded of her 1st year, when Voldemort had been controlling her. He was infuriated when she wouldn’t look at him, and he lost his temper.

“You guys start without us. Ginny and I need to have a talk.” Ginny met his eyes then and she looked scared. Horrified even. Ron and Hermione exchanged a glance that said more than words ever could have. Without a word the three others went in through the loungeroom and into the basement, which Sirius had set up for training.

“Ginny, what’s going on?” Harry didn’t see the point in not being direct. Ginny had taken a seat at the table, and seemed to find it fascinating.

“I don’t know what you mean.” This infuriated Harry even more, but he reigned his temper in.

“You know exactly what I mean. Ever since I came back to the hospital wing, we’ve hardly spoken, let alone seen each other. And it’s not because I’ve been avoiding you, is it?” Ginny sighed then and reached over to take Harry’s hand.

“No, it’s not. It’s me who’s been avoiding you. Which doesn’t make me much of a Gryffindor, does it?” Harry had to smile at this. Ginny was one of the bravest people he knew.

“Well? What’s wrong? Is it because you’re worried about me, or what is it?”  Harry felt familiar knots in his stomach. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good. The tears that sprung up in Ginny’s eyes confirmed it.

“Well, that’s part of it. Another part of it is, I’m worried about me. Which makes me an awful person.” Harry sat and waited for her to continue, he waited a long time, but eventually she gathered up her courage and succeeded in breaking Harry’s heart.

“I don’t think I can go through something like that again, Harry. It was bad enough when I was just your friend, but as your girlfriend it was one hundred times worse. I mean, look at me, the week you were gone turned me into a skeleton. And I still haven’t been able to eat properly.” Harry felt as if he’d been pounded by a hundred bludgers. Maybe even a thousand. The knots in his stomach tightened until he almost doubled over in pain. He was going to lose Ginny because of Voldemort. He hadn’t even wanted to go out with her in the first place, because of Voldemort. Hermione had talked him into it four months ago. He didn’t bother hiding his temper this time.

“Right, I get it, sure. Being my girlfriend is unhealthy. Being any where near me is unhealthy. That’s fine Ginny, just fine, I understand. I understand perfectly, it’s not ok for me to not want to be near you because of Voldemort, but it’s ok for you to do exactly the same thing. Perfectly logical really, you’ve had your taste of what it is to be close to the famous Harry Potter, and now you don’t want it anymore.” He knew what he was saying wasn’t true, but he couldn’t seem to help it. It rolled off his tongue. “It’s too hard for you, isn’t it? Well, fine, you can have your lousy more than friends. I don’t want it either.” And Harry, feeling a sharp pain in his chest that he couldn’t describe, stormed out of the house. He ended up at the Burrow, the last place he wanted to be. He was in the garden, looking at the chickens, before he even realised he was there. Mrs. Weasley, however, had seen him from the kitchen window and was now walking towards him. 

“Harry, dear, what’s wrong?” Harry was hurriedly wiping the tears off his face and just shook his head. Mrs Weasley panicked a bit. “Is it Ron? Ginny? Hermione? Harry, what’s happened?” Harry had finally had a chance to compose himself and spoke then.

“It’s nothing Mrs Weasley, honest. Nothing world destructing anyway. I didn’t even mean to come here. I’m sorry for worrying you like that, I’ll just go.”

“No you won’t. You’ll come in and have a nice cup of tea and tell me what’s laying on your heart.”

“I can’t tell you. Because it’s about Ginny, and I don’t want you to feel like you have to take sides.”

“Oh, did you two have a tiff?”

“No, not exactly, she, well, she broke up with me.” Harry just figured Mrs Weasley would know that there had been something to break up in the first place. Judging by her reaction, however, Harry was now sure that none of the Weasley students had told their mother.

“She did WHAT?!” Mrs Weasley was standing with her hands on her hips, looking at Harry as if he’d just landed in the chook pen in a space ship. “What do you mean, she broke up with you? I didn’t even… Ooohh, I should have known! I knew from her owls that she sent that she’d become friends with the three of you. I didn’t realise there was more to it than that.”  Harry was finding this all very embarrassing. He was sure you didn’t normally talk to your ex girlfriends mother about her breaking up with you. Not that he knew, really. 

“Well, ummm, it was only four months Mrs Weasley. Nothing like Ron and Hermione.” Harry was trying to find a polite way of getting himself out of there. Fast. And his rescue came in the form of Hermione, running as fast as her legs could carry her down the street.

“Harry – “ She had to stop to take a breath, put her hand on Harry’s shoulder and doubled over. She looked up it him then, and Harry would have found it funny if he hadn’t been so miserable. “Harry, Ginny just told us, Ron’s yelling at her now and I wanted to see if you’re ok?”

“Ron’s WHAT?!” Mrs Weasley again.

“He’s yelling at Ginny Mrs. Weasley. When I left he was calling her a selfish git.” Harry and Mrs Weasley broke into a run. They both knew Ron’s temper. They could hear the yelling as they approached the house, and they stood outside for a moment, unsure of what to do next.

“Honestly, Ginny, how COULD you?!?! I was really worried about him hurting you, not the other way round! Do you have ANY IDEA what he’s been through? Or do you need details? I don’t need to here your excuses either, cause they’re pathetic.” Ron spoke again, in a high mocking voice. “I can’t cope, it’s too painful, I can’t eat from worry.” His voice went back to shouting. “Get a CLUE! That’s what being a part of Harry’s life is about! You knew when you wanted to be friends with him that Voldemort wants him dead. Did you think they’d play nice and do paper scissors rock? Are you daft or what?” Ron seemed to have run out of steam now, and Harry, Mrs Weasley and Hermione, who’d finally caught up, walked into the house. Ron was towering over Ginny, his face very close to hers. His fists were clenched and his face was red. Ginny’s face was as pale as it had been, but had tears pouring down it now. Sirius was standing to the side a bit, his mouth hanging open and he was looking at Ron in the same way that Mrs Weasley had looked at Harry just minutes before. Mrs Weasley and Harry stood stock still in the door way, though Hermione didn’t hesitate. She walked up to Ron and nearly pulled him off his feet as she tugged on his shirt. Her voice was commanding, and it seemed she was the only one willing to speak.

“Go home, Ginny.” Ginny looked to her then, a stunned, hurt expression on her face. Hermione couldn’t have cared less. No one hurt Harry without having to deal with Ron and Hermione first. 

“B-but training and…”

“Go HOME Ginny!” It seemed Hermione’s raised voice brought everyone out of their trance. Ginny jumped off the chair and ran out the door, her face in her hands. She was sobbing. Mrs Weasley gave Hermione a dirty look, one she usually only reserved for Fred and George, and opened her mouth to speak. Hermione, who clearly wasn’t thinking of her own welfare, jumped in before Mrs Weasley could say her first word.

“No, Mrs Weasley. I’m sorry, but Ginny didn’t only hurt Harry today, she let all of us down. And yes, I understand why, to an extent but that doesn’t excuse what she did or how she did it. Maybe I shouldn’t have yelled, but we’re all upset and I have time to apologise later.” Mrs Weasley stared at Hermione as if seeing her for the first time. She could only nod, put a comforting hand on Harry’s shoulder, and go home to comfort her daughter. Harry looked at Ron and Hermione in awe. He’d known, since third year, that they understood him, how he felt. Ron had even said, out loud and everything, that anyone who wanted to kill Harry had to kill him and Hermione first. It didn’t mean it didn’t surprise him when they stood up for him. Ron loved Ginny, they were closer to each other than either of them were to their other brothers and for him to say the things he’d said to her, all because of Harry, well, it was too big a feeling to contemplate. The silence was tense and all three of them seemed to be waiting for Harry to explode. Instead, he grinned and said

“You two are bloody brilliant!”

“Pivot, twirl, slash, lunge. Pivot, twirl, slash, lunge. Very good!” Sirius’ voice rang through the basement as the four Hogwarts students went through their sword fighting paces. A few weeks had passed since Ginny had broken up with Harry, and though his heart still twinged when she smiled, or even walked in a room, the three friends had decided to forgive her. A tiny bit. Well, they were speaking to her again most of the time. Harry, Ron and Hermione had all had their individual talks with Ginny. Harry had said, once he’d calmed down, that he was hurt but that he could understand where she was coming from. He’d nearly broken down when she smiled and hugged him. Ron had told her he still thought she was being a selfish git, but when it came down to it she was still his sister, and they were stuck with each other for life, so they may as well get over it. Ginny knew this was as much forgiveness as she’d ever get from Ron for doing what she did and she’d just have to be grateful for it. Hermione and Ginny had sat with each other for almost a whole day, though no one apart from the two of them, knew what had been said. They were both smiling at the end of it so the boys didn’t figure it had been too bad. Neither of them noticed that both smiles were very frosty indeed.

“Ow! Hermione, bloody hell, we’re not supposed to be hurting each other.” Ginny was holding her upper arm, where Hermione had just cut her. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry Ginny! I didn’t mean to honest. I was sick with worry you see.” Ginny looked at her in shock. 

“If Harry can forgive me, why can’t you?”

“I think you’re forgetting that Harry and I are two very different people Ginny.” Hermione’s voice was so cold, so absolutely unforgiving, that the boys felt a need to step in before anyone was hurt more badly than they already were. Ron spoke first.

“Hey, hello! There’s an Order that we have to stay friends for, remember?” Both Ginny and Hermione looked at him in shock. It seemed they’d forgotten they weren’t alone. Hermione dropped her sword and casually walked out of the basement, speaking as she did so. It seemed training was over.

“I’ve been researching ways to banish You Know Who and not kill anyone else in the process.” This statement came so unexpectedly that everyone else, including Ginny and even Sirius, leaned forward in their chairs. If anyone could find a spell to banish Voldemort, it was Hermione.

“And? What have you found?” Harry couldn’t keep the excitement out of his voice. Hermione smiled indulgently. She was often surprised at how trusting all of her friends were when it came to working out things. 

“Well, nothing.” Harry groaned.

“Hermione, why did you even bring it up then?” Ron answered for her.

“Cause she’s on to something Harry, it’s just not concrete yet. Am I right?” Hermione looked at him, surprised. 

“Yes, you are. Now, Wizadry in the middle ages is as far back as I got, and the only possible thing I could find involved Dark Magic, which leaves its affect on the person executing it, and we don’t want to do that. So, I borrowed Mr Weasley’s library, and I’ve spoken with Percy a bit too. There was actually something about the Order of the Phoenix in one of Mr Weasley’s books. Something printed in 1978. By one Mrs James Potter.” Everyone leaned forward then. Harry was so far forward, that his nose was nearly grazed the surface of the kitchen table. Anything about his parents was still extremely important to him, although he had learned more about them from Sirius over the last year, and he had visited them a few times in the Realm, old habits were hard to break. His voice was full of awe when he asked

“What did she say?” 

“I think she printed it specifically for us actually, and not for the members of the Order when her and your dad were Defence. It said ‘Sensibility should be meticulous in his research, and search further than Great Britain for the desired solution.’ Which means I’ll be researching other forms of witchcraft on other continents for most of the summer. I love learning new things.” Ron smiled sardonically at her enthusiasm for more study and research.

“Gee, Mione, wouldn’t have guessed.” Hermione ignored him entirely.

“I just wanted to bring you all up to date before I have to go home. Sirius, when will start powerful shielding charms?” Sirius spoke for the first time since Hermione had made her revelation.  He often liked to sit back and watch Harry and his friends, their communication usually extended beyond words and it was interesting to watch. He found himself thinking of the Marauders.

“Actually, I think I’ll be teaching you how to become Animagi.” A grin much like the evil smile of Fred and George Weasley spread across Sirius’ face. After dropping his bombshell, Sirius casually got up and walked out of the kitchen, laughing out loud at the explosion of sound coming from behind the door. 

Harry and Sirius sat on the couch later that night, nursing hot chocolate in mugs that refilled themselves until you told them to stop. They'd been a house warming gift from Dumbledore, who was a bit of a choc-a-holic.

"Sirius? How are we going to become Animagi?" 
Sirius had been waiting since dinner for the question. Harry had waited until the others had gone home and dinner was finished before he'd started questioning Sirius. His godfather was very impressed. Harry, as a general rule, wasn't very patient when it came to getting answers. 
"Well, Harry, it's an advance form of Transfiguration - " Sirius had to stop and protect his mug as a cushion came flying at him from the other end of the couch. 
"Very funny Padfoot. I meant, how are we going to become legal Animagi?" Sirius paused here now, choosing his words carefully. 
"Well Harry, it won't be entirely legal. Dumbledore does know about it though, it was actually his suggestion." Harry raised his eyebrows at this, though it didn't really come as a surprise that Professor Dumbledore was willing to break the law to prove their safety. Being able to transform yourself would definitely be a handy defence move. Harry had more questions. 
"But it took you and Dad years to learn." They had stopped mentioning Wormtail, unless Sirius told Harry a story about Lily and James, and Peter was directly involved. Whenever they spoke about the Marauders, it was almost as if Peter Pettigrew ceased to exsist. It wasn't deliberate, it had just been a natural course. 
"Yes, it did, but we didn't have anyone to train us. We had to do all the research on our own, and had to be very very careful about where we practiced. You guys have the luxury of practicing every day if you'd like, and in the comfort of your own homes. The Weasley's and Granger's have been told about it." 
"Will Fred and George learn with us?" 
"Hasn't Ron told you??" Harry felt the blood drain from his face. He didn't like the tone in Sirius' voice. Please, not Fred and George. 
"Told me what, exactly?"

“I’m not sure I’m the one to tell you.”

“Well, it’s either you tell me, or I make another dash for the Burrow. If I don’t find out now, I won’t sleep.” Sirius knew Harry hadn’t been sleeping well anyway. It was why he’d swallowed his pride and requested that Snape make him a strong enough potion. That potion had been in the first cup of hot chocolate, but didn’t work until the person who had taken it was lying down. If it’d been any other sleeping draft, Harry would have felt at least drowsy and would have known that Sirius had slipped him something. Sirius took a deep breath. This parenting game sure was complicated.

“Well, the twins have moved out of the Burrow. They got kicked out actually. They some how fell into a large amount of money, and wouldn’t tell Mrs Weasley where they got it from. She thinks they got it illegally… Harry, what’s wrong?” All the blood had drained out of Harry’s face now and he’d jumped off the couch by the time Sirius had finished speaking, spilling hot chocolate all over himself.

“I-I umm, have to go! I’ll be right back.”

“Harry! Harry wait! You can’t just – “ Sirius listened to the kitchen door slam “-go storming in.” He finished the sentence to himself. As he finished cleaning up the chocolate Harry had spilled, Sirius figured he’d never understand teenagers.

Harry came bursting through the Burrow and headed straight for the loungeroom. He’d known the Weasley’s wouldn’t be mad, he was as at home hear as in Gryffindor tower. As almost the entire family, plus Hermione, looked at him, he took a minute and rested his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. After about 5 minutes, Harry asked Ron and Hermione if he could talk to them in private. They made their way up to Ron’s room, just under attic on the third floor.

“Ron, why didn’t you tell me Fred and George were getting in trouble?” This was obviously the last thing Ron was expecting and he took a while answering.

“I didn’t think it was something you had to worry about. Why?” Understanding dawned on Hermione’s face and she let out a small “oohh.” Ron, however, was still clueless.

“What? What have I missed.” Harry let out an exasperated sigh.

“Who else do you know with a thousand galleons that they didn’t want or need Ron?” 

“It was you?! Harry! Why didn’t you tell me? Would be nice to throw away a thousand Galleons and not even notice.” Rons ears were pink and he was glaring at Harry, who was about to explain when Hermione cut in.

“Oh, don’t be a git Ron. It was the money from the Triwizard Tournament, wasn’t it Harry.” Harry nodded and Hermione continued. “You wouldn’t have accepted it, Ron, you know you wouldn’t have. Even your mum knocked it back. It should have been obvious to us, actually. We were in the hospital wing with Harry when he said he didn’t want that money.” Ron was looking chargrined now, and muttered a small sorry.

“I gave it to them on the train that summer, after we cursed Malfoy. I’m a silent partner in their business, and I asked them not to tell anyone because I knew you’d react like this. I never thought your mum would kick them out. Where are they living?” Ron shook his head and shrugged.

“I have no idea, they’ve been gone about a week. We better tell mum the money came from you, I don’t want them to be homeless.”

“Do you think she’ll be angry with me?”

“Yeah, but it wears off, eventually.” And with an assuring grin that did nothing to ease the burning feeling in Harry’s stomach, Ron led the other two back down to the living room.

The weeks leading up to Harry’s birthday were busy with homework, training, and laying in the sun enjoying his first full summer of no chores. The confession to Mrs Weasley and the money hadn’t been as bad as Harry had thought it had been, and when she’d yelled at him, in her high, shrill voice with her hands on her hips, Harry had felt like one of her children. She’d contacted the twins right away, and they’d apparated back to the Burrow. Mrs Weasley had wanted them to move back in, but it seemed Fred and George were well on their way to being successful businessmen. They had signed a deal with the owner of Zonko’s where they would sell their own brand of prank merchandise in a cordened off section of the store. They had, to Mrs Weasley’s dismay, been given room and board as part of the deal, as well as 70% of all the profits from their own label. They insisted on signing Harry up for 20% of it, threatening him with extra big feet if he didn’t agree. With a wave and a promise to be at the Burrow every night for tea, the twins apparated back to their flat above Zonkos. It’d been three weeks since then, and except for the peace and quiet during the day, no one would ever guess that Fred and George Weasley had moved out. Unless, of course, you were a Weasley.

“Come on Ron, they’re home every night.”

“It’s not the same Hermione! You’re an only child, you wouldn’t get it.”

The four of them sat on the lawn of Harry’s backyard, Harry and Ron’s brooms laying carelessly on the grass. Hermione had her head stuck in a book, which gave Harry the perfect oppurtunity to change the subject and prevent an argument.

“Have you found more stuff on how we can get rid of Voldemort?” Hermione shook her head quickly and went back to reading. It hadn’t been the answer Harry was hoping for, but it had averted some bickering. A black owl with a purple ribbon around it’s neck dropped in front of Ginny, holding out it’s leg. She gave the owl a suspicious look, but gave a delighted squeal when she opened and read the letter. Hermione even looked up from her book.

“What is it?” All three asked at the same time.

“It’s from Lavender, her and Dean are engaged!”

“At 16?!” 

“Oh, honestly!”

“You’re friends with Lavender Brown?” Only Harry got an answer, but it came from Ron.

“She’s friends with everyone Harry, I can’t believe you didn’t notice.” Ginny shot her brother a stern look, doing a very good imitation of Mrs Weasley. Hermione slammed her book shut then, and changed the subject entirely.

“It’s been three weeks, and we still haven’t started on Animagi yet. I wonder what animals we’ll be.” Ron sat up then, his face alight with excitement.

“Yeah me too!” Harry laughed and told Ron he’d probably be a spider. The look of utter horror on Ron’s face had all three lying on the ground in a fit of giggles. When Ron would normally lose his temper, he just sat and took it. Harry hadn’t had a proper laugh since he woke up after his battle with Voldemort. Once they’d settled down, and were once again sitting upright, Ron said

“Let’s get lunch! I’m so hungry!” Hermione rolled her eyes.

“How unusual Ron.” Harry thought she’d sounded a bit more serious than she usually did when she was teasing Ron about his seemingly endless appetite. Before he’d had time to really think about it, Ginny announced she’d see them later on and started making her way towards the Burrow. Ignoring Ron and Hermione completely, Harry ran to catch up with her, grabbed her elbow and spun her around to face him. Ginny lost her balance and toppled into Harry, her hands on his shoulders. They both paused a minute and shared a smile, before dropping their hands and stepping away from each other.

“Why are you going home for lunch?” Ginny seemed to think on this for a while, opening and closing her mouth a few times, and avoiding Harry’s gaze. Eventually, she decided on the truth.

“Hermione.”

“Hermione?”

“Yes. She hates me for what I- for breaking up with you and I don’t want to spoil lunch.”

“Ginny, you’re being silly. She doesn’t hate you.”

“Doesn’t she? Well if she likes me, cutting my arm with a whopping great sword and then refusing to speak directly to me for weeks on end is a funny way of showing it.”

“No, Ginny, you’ve got it backwards. It’s got nothing to do with you. She doesn’t hate you, she’s angry with the person who hurt me. See the difference? You could be anyone, and she’d react the same. Ron too, except you’re his sister.” Ginny let out a snort.

“That’s really comforting Harry, thanks.”

“Ooohh, you wanted comfort? You said yourself what you did made you a selfish git.” The smile he sent her took any nastiness out of what he’d said.

“You know what, Harry, I might just join you for lunch, afterall.” Harry grinned, but stopped when she casually draped her arm through his. He stepped away, deliberately and coldly.

“Come to lunch Ginny, but don’t touch me, alright?” He hurried on in front of her a bit, and the hurt and tears that had welled up had gone by the time he met her at the kitchen door.

In the end it was lucky that Harry had stopped Ginny from going home. They’d barely had time to finish their sandwiches (Ron ate 5), than Sirius was ordering them all into the basement. Harry could have fallen over when he saw Professors Dumbledore and McGonnogall, as well as Remus. Harry hadn’t seen Remus since he’d left Hogwarts and he ran and wrapped his arms around the werewolf.

“It’s good to see you too Harry.” Remus said laughingly.

“That wasn’t cause I was happy to see you.” Harry said as he pulled back, grinning widely. “That was because you saved me.” Remus let out a small, embarrassed “oh” and went and stood next to Sirius, rubbing the back of his neck and shuffling his feet. Harry had the feeling that it had been a long time since anyone had appreaciated Remus, for anything at all. Anyone except Sirius and some of the Hogwarts staff, maybe.

“Right, we’re all here. Professor Dumbledore will tell you what Animagi means, for all of you. Professor McGonnogall will then give you the appropiate reading material and a quick rundown on how you’ll know what animal to transfigure to. Remus and I are going to be drinking tea in the kitchen.” With a quick grin, Sirius and Remus all but sprinted up the stairs. Hermione was almost shivering with excitement as Dumbledore stepped forward to speak. Harry would have found it all very funny if he wasn’t so nervous.

“To become an Animagus is a dangerous and complicated form of transfiguration. I must let all four of you know now that many before have died trying.” Harry was reminded of Dumbledore’s speeches at the beginning of every year. “However, none of them were as intelligent as you four, nor did they have the proper tutelidge. Let me assure you, as you must know from your studies at Hogwarts, that Professor McGonnogall is the most competent Transfiguration professor I have come across in all my years of teaching. You are in safe hands. What learning Anamagi means for you, is that you will be able to transform yourselves and escape from almost any situation. Hopefully, if we are lucky, your animals will be indistinct and easily fade into the background. This also means that you could be used as spies for the Order. This is will put you in the utmost danger, however could very well prove necessary and the rest of us will do our best to ensure your safety.” Dumbledore looked at them all turn, over his half moon spectacles. “Do you have any questions?” To no one’s surprise, Hermione’s hand shot straight up in the air, as if they were at school.

“Professor, how are we able to do this legally?” McGonnogall let out a small quiet cough, and if Harry hadn’t been so wired, he would have missed it.

“That is a simple answer, Miss Granger. You’re not.”

“We – we’re not?!” Hermione was looking an awful shade of green and Ron moved to put his arm around her waist. It was more in case she fell over, than any kind of comfort. 

“No, Minister Fudge, though he has acknowledged the return of Voldemort still refuses to cooperate with me or the Order of the Phoenix. We are therefore, a law unto ourselves and though that may sound melodramatic, it is necessary and entirely true. We must only be sure that we are not caught.” Dumbledore ignored Hermione’s shock and distress, though his ignorance could not be described as mean or vicious, it was almost as if he didn’t notice it. Harry knew this couldn’t be true, Dumbledore was possibly the most perceptive person Harry had met, it was more that he had been expecting their reactions, all of them, and had prepared himself for them. 

“Are there anymore questions?” To everyone’s surprise, including his own, Ron’s hand shot in the air. The movement almost knocked Hermione over, as she was still leaning on Ron for support.

“Yes, Mr Weasley?”

“Does it hurt? Human transfiguration I mean? I know Remuses transformations hurt him.”

“Aaahhh, that is a question for Professor McGonnogall, I myself am not an Animagus.” Dumbledore turned to the Transfiguration Professor and gave a slight nod. She stepped forward and it was only then that Harry notice a large stack of books, which McGonnogall had been standing in front of. She gave each of them as stern a look as Dumbledore’s had been friendly.

“No. Mr Weasley, human transfiguration is not painful. However, attempts by student Animagi can prove painful, yes though it is not permanent. As Professor Dumbledore has said, we will be making sure that nothing dreadful will happen to any of you. Are there any more questions?” After a short silence, Professor McGonnogall spoke again. “This is your literature. There are three books each that you will not only need to read, but personalised. I bleieve Professor Black will be showing you how to do that. Once you have finished all three books, you shall be ready to begin your physical training. Please, be sure that you are all reading the books at the same pace. I’m sure this will be painful for you Miss Granger, but I’m afraid it’s necessary.” All four of the students were feeling slightly shell shocked. It was almost as if talking about it had summonsed Dumbledore and McGonnogall to Harry’s home. 

The four friends had obviously been dismissed, and trumped their way back up stairs, Hermione was the only one not having trouble lumbering along with the heavy books. The children exchanged a glance when they heard a female voice coming from the kitchen. It was a questioning glance and Harry was just about to shrug when Dumbledore spoke from behind them.

“Oh, lovely, Arabella’s popped in for a visit.” 

Ron sent Harry a quizzical look when he dragged all three of them into the lounge room, instead of moving on into the kitchen. 

“What is it Harry?”

“It’s Mrs Figg. And Remus. There’s something between them, I just don’t know what it is. I overheard some things last year, and in everything that was happening I forgot to tell you. Just so you’re prepared when we go into the kitchen. It could be tense.” Affirmative nods were given by all three of the others, and they dumped their books on the coffee table and walked into the kitchen. It wasn’t tense at all.

“Harry.” Sirius said. “How many times have I told you not to leave your broomstick in the garden? Put it in your room or in the shed.” 

“It went well thanks, Sirius, though I can’t imagine it will be too easy. I just hope I don’t transfigure myself into a great lug like you.” And with a cheeky grin Harry ran out the back door, avoiding Sirius’ hand which made a grab for the back of his robes, Harry went and retrieved both his and Ron’s broom. Sirius muttered something that sounded like “cheeky git” but was grinning from ear to ear. Harry swaggered back into the kitchen and chucked Ron his broom.

“Hello Mrs Figg. Sorry to rush out like that.” Mrs Figg smiled.

“That’s ok Harry. It wasn’t your fault, afterall.” She sent a pointed look in Siriuses direction, but he was deliberately avoiding her gaze. “Are you enjoying the summer so far Harry? I must say, I do miss your visits now and then.” Harry blushed. There were lots of things Harry certainly didn’t miss about Little Whinging. Visiting with Mrs Figg was one of them.

“Umm, the summer’s good thanks. I’ve gotten nearly all my homework done. Which means I’ll be free once I’m done with Transfiguration.” Harry had obviously forgotten Professor McGonnogall, who was now seated at the table with a cup of tea, was still in the room. He seemed to be unable to drag his gaze away from his old babysitter, who’s hand was casually being held by Remus.

Remus and Arabella, as well as Ron, Hermione and Ginny all stayed for dinner that night. For Harry it was almost as if Remus was an entirely different person. He joked, he laughed, loud and long, and it had only be three days since the full moon. Harry decided he’d never understand adults, except Sirius and Mr and Mrs Weasley. Not that he was complaining, even Hermione and Ginny were talking again and it wasn’t stiff or uncomfortable, the two were whispering their giggling and whispering behind their hands.

“Harry.” Arabella said. “How do you put up with these two throughout the year.”

“You mean Sirius and Remus? That’s easy, I only speak to them when I need something.” Remus snorted and Sirius gasped in outrage.

“Oh really, Potter? And what was it you were needing from me, apart from advice on girls?” Harry couldn’t prevent the blush that crept over his neck and covered his face.

“Oh Sirius, don’t tease the poor boy”

“He asked for it Arabella. He’s cheekier than James and Lily put together.”

“Am I really?” Funny, how there was only twinge when he spoke about his parents these days. “Well, it’s your fault actually. I didn’t learn ‘such cheek and disrespect’ from the Dursley’s.” Harry had spoken the cheek and disrespect part with a high, false stiletto voice in a perfect imitation of his Aunt Petunia. Judging by the scowl on Sirius’ face, and the way Arabella was shaking her head, a sad look in her face, along with the Ron’s fists were clenched on the table and his ears were red Harry mimic had been a little too close to home. Ron was mumbling under his breath, and Harry decided to change the subject.

“So, umm, Mrs Figg – “

“Please Harry, all of you, call me Arabella.”

“Ok. So, how is it going, with the animals I mean?” Arabella didn’t have a fighting part of the Order, it was her job to gather as many non human creatures as possible, and convince them to join the fight against Voldemort. Harry knew only that she had started in the Forbidden Forrest, but he found out later, through Sirius, that it was her contact with werewolves in Germany and Poland that had brought her back to Remus.

“Umm, I can’t say a lot about it, actually, but we have the centaurs on our side, though that was a fight, let me tell you. They’re the only definites at the moment. None of the animals, it seems, are willing to trust Cornelius Fudge and don’t believe me when I say that I’m working on behalf of Albus Dumbledore.”

 Harry was sorry to see everyone go home, but was also dead tired. It was with some relief that he fell into bed that night, after a quick chat with Sirius about Remus and Arabella, as well as Ginny and Hermione. It occurred to him, as he was changing into his pyjamas, that it had been weeks since he’d had any trouble sleeping. It was at the same time, in the bedroom down the hall, that Sirius was cursing himself for forgetting all about the sleeping draft. He hoped Harry had had such an exciting, long day that his body would take over his mind, and let him sleep peacefully.

Harry woke on the morning of his birthday and bounced out of bed. He hadn’t forgotten this year, and he was looking forward to lunch with the Weasley’s, Sirius and Hermione. His surprise party last year had been fantastic, but there was nothing Harry disliked more than being in the spotlight and he was really looking forward to a small lunch with his closes friends and, if he was honest with himself, the people he considered family. He bounced into the kitchen, to see an envelope lying on the table. It had his name on it, and Harry recognised Sirius’ writing and his heart sank. His first thought was that Sirius had been called away by Dumbledore. But he shook himself out of his gloom and opened the envelope. It wasn’t at all what he was expecting.

What you seek, is no longer

But a part of them I still own

Let your heart grow stronger

Find the animal that craves the bone.

The poem made him think of the sphinx he’d had to get past on his way through the maze during the third task of the Triwizard Tournament. Why would Sirius leave him a riddle? Harry frowned as he took a seat and read the riddle again. Mumbling to himself as he went through the lines written there.

“Ok… think Harry… something you’d like to have but isn’t here anymore… that’s an easy one, my parents.” His heart was pounding now, Sirius had something that had been theirs. It was easy, really, he had to trust his heart, find Padfoot, and get something that had belonged to his parents. If it was so easy, why wouldn’t his legs work? Harry shook himself, took five deep breaths and walked outside, to find his godfather, on all fours with his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth.

“Have you got something for me Padfoot?” Harry realised with a shock that this was the first time in over a year that he’d seen Sirius in his Animagi form. The dog nodded and bounded to the back of the garden. Harry followed quickly, wishing for the first time that summer that the back yard wasn’t as big as it was. He found Sirius standing before some bushes, back in his human form.

“Happy birthday, Harry!” There was sadness in his eyes, but a grin on his face, as he pulled Harry into a fierce hug. “Sweet sixteen and been kissed lots, ey?” Harry had gotten really good at ignoring Sirius when he was being a git. 

“What are we doing out here Sirius?”

“What is it you think we’re doing out here Harry?” Harry sighed in frustration and nearly lost his temper with Sirius. But the riddle came back to him, he had to trust his heart, which meant trusting his godfather.

“I think you’re about to give me a killer birthday present.” Siriuses grin was swift as it played along his face.

“It’s not from me.” This puzzled Harry a bit.

“Who then? I know it used to belong to my mum and dad, but that doesn’t mean it’s from them, does it?” Sirius just smiled sadly and secretively, and went behind one of the bushes and came back with a trunk. On top of the trunk, was an envelope. For the second time in 20 minutes, Harry saw his name on an envelope and his heart started to beat rapidly in his chest. He looked to Sirius, searching for guidance, but all he did was incline his head slightly, indicating that Harry should open the envelope. Harry stared at the trunk, not daring to believe what could possibly be happening here. Taking a deep breath, he reached a trembling hand towards the trunk and snatched the envelope off the top, as if afraid it would bite him. He couldn’t look at Sirius now. He just wanted to be alone. Sirius, as if reading his mind, retreated quietly back to the house. Harry ripped open the envelope and his legs collapsed and he sank to the ground next to the trunk as he began to read.

Our dearest son, Harry.

If you are reading this letter then that means a lot of things have happened that we’re sorry for. It means it’s your 16th birthday, and that we’re not able to be there to share it with you. It is possibly one in a long train of birthdays that we haven’t been there for, but we hope with all our hearts that every single one of them are filled with happy memories for you.

Harry choked out a sob. His birthdays hadn’t even been acknowledged until he met Ron, Hermione and Hagrid, and started at Hogwarts.

Also, the fact that you’re reading this means that you’re living with one Sirius Black, marauder, and your old dad’s very best friend. He’s a cheeky bugger, isn’t he Harry? Don’t be thinking that you can learn anything from him. We don’t want our son as the Head Hogwarts troublemaker, which is the exact title your godfather earned over the years. The rest of us were just bystanders. Or victims. But we hope you’re looking after each other, and that he doesn’t replace us, no, but that he is a source of friendship, comfort and support for you. Actually, we know he is. If anything, we’re excellent judges of carachter.

Harry gave out a snort of laughter. It quickly turned bitter when he remembered the man his parents had made their Secret Keeper.

We have so much to say, that we love you, that we’re proud of you, that your father hopes you’re on the Gryffindor Quidditch team, and that your mother hopes you were sorted in to Ravenclaw to spite him. That your father just tried to make your mother scribble that bit out, but she wouldn’t let him.

Harry realised with a shock, that until now he’d been reading his mum’s handwriting. It was neat and small and loopy. Now the writing changed. It was a lot messier.

That your mother’s got super sonic hearing and has gone to get you out of your room, because you’re awake, apparently. I didn’t hear a thing. But honestly, Harry, you mean everything to us. Everything. Don’t ever doubt you’re loved. Even Albus Dumbledore spent a week at our place after you were born. Not just to help us prepare for the move. He didn’t put you down for seven days Harry. If you’re attending Hogwarts, and Dumbledore’s still there, you can tease him with that if you like. We did. You’re everything to Sirius too. And if you’re anything like your mum, or your dad, you’ll be everything to the friends you’ve made as well. As for being proud, that goes without saying. We’re your parents. We’d be proud of you if you were a Squib. But we know you’re not, you levitated your favourite story into Sirius’ lap just last night as he was putting you to bed. You’re six months old. The fact is, we’re proud to call Harry Potter our son. And don’t you forget it. We’re trying not to make this letter too long, but if you’ve received it, it means that you probably want it to be huge. It can’t be Harry, the thought of not being able to watch you grow up makes us want to scream in anger, frustration and a lot of other very negative emotions that don’t belong in a Birthday card. So we’re going to say this: HAPPY BIRTHDAY OUR BELOVED SON. We hope you have a great party, and wherever we are, Harry, you can be sure we’re thinking of you. Every minute of every day. 

“I think of you two all the time too.” Harry spoke through his tears. He felt as if he was at home with them, and that his mum was holding a six month old baby, without a scar, without glasses, but with messy black hair, just like his dads.

Send Sirius our love, and let him know we think of him and the marauders almost as much. We love you, we’re proud of you, you’re a wonderful person Harry Potter. Don’t let anyone ever tell you differently. Happy Birthday sweetness. 

All our love, and everything else to,

Mum and Dad.

Harry, trunk now fully forgotten, re read the letter at least ten times, ignoring the initial urge he’d had to double over in pain. He had tears pouring down his face, he was sobbing like a baby, but he didn’t care. Someone clearing their throat behind him didn’t even register. He jumped ten feet in the air when Ron’s voice sounded behind him.

“What you got there, Harry?”

“What? Oh, Ron! Turn around a minute will you??” Harry was apalled. Both boys were bright red as Ron turned towards the house, and Harry wiped his face hastily with his pyjama sleeve and took ten deep breaths.

“Sorry Harry.” Ron looked awkward as he shuffled his feet from side to side. “Mum sent me down to see if you and Sirius needed help, and I saw you here in the garden, I didn’t know, honest. And I’m really sorry, I’ll just go inside.”

“No, wait! Ron, it’s alright. It’s from my mum and dad.”

“Wow! Harry, really! Wicked! What a present.” Harry felt a bit silly now, after reacting so badly to Ron seeing him cry. He should have known Ron would understand.

“I know! They wrote me a letter and everything. And this trunk’s from them too.”

“Oh. It’s umm, a really nice trunk. Do you want to open it now, out here? Or do you want a hand lugging it inside?” Harry hadn’t thought about it. He’d been too caught up enjoying another direct connection to his parents. He contemplated it for a moment and decided he didn’t want rummage through his parents things while he was sitting in the garden in his pyjamas.

“Can you give me a hand?”

“Course.” And the two boys took an end each and brought the heavy trunk into the house via the kitchen. Sirius was standing at the bench, looking wearily and a bunch of vegetables that were sitting there. He didn’t look up when he heard the door open. He wanted to give Harry a moment to compose himself.

“Harry, can you get yourself ready? It’s nearly 11, everyone will be here soon.”

“Sure Sirius, just let us get this trunk into the lounge room.” Sirius looked up at Harry’s use of the word us, surprised to see Ron Weasley standing in his kitchen, and his godson looking calm, composed and happy. A normal sixteen year old boy. You wouldn’t know from looking at him that he’d just received a letter that would have made the coldest man cry.

“Oh, hi Ron. Didn’t bring your mum with you did you?”

“Hi, Sirius. She was right behind me actually. You can put those veggies away, you didn’t honestly think that you’d get away with inviting the entire Weasley clan and then feeding us too, did you? Trust me, I’m glad she sent me ahead. She’s got enough to feed an army!” Harry knew Ron wasn’t exaggerating. There were a lot of things Mrs Weasley could do, but cooking was probably one of the things she did best. Sirius wasn’t bad either, but he’d decided, in a moment of madness, that he’d prepare lunch for over 15 people the Muggle way. It was with great relief that Sirius put the vegetables back in the fridge.

As if praising her cooking had conjured her up, Mrs Weasley came through the kitchen door, followed by two very loaded down and grumpy twins, as well as a huffing and puffing Ginny. Harry felt his heart leap when he saw Ginny, which hadn’t happened in the last few weeks. It immediately reminded him of their breakup and put him in a bad mood, which he desperately tried to shake off as he was wrapped up in a birthday hug from Mrs Weasley.

“16!!” She exclaimed. “16! I feel very old you know. You’re all growing up so fast!” And she chattered away to herself as she started placing the food on the table and benches. She’d made lamb chops, sausages, pasta salad, mashed potato, marinated chicken wings, tossed salad and jelly and fruit salad for dessert. Ron had been right, the amount of food was enough to feed an army. Maybe even more than one. Sirius looked on in bewilderment before he finally found his voice.

“Molly, I-I don’t know how to thank you for all of this.” Mrs Weasley sent him a mischievous looked that would have rivalled that of Fred and George.

“Thank me for what Sirius?” Harry watched as his godfather just shook his head in amazement and started to pull bottles of drinks out of the fridge. There was no point trying to thank the Weasley’s for anything. It some times drove Harry mad, how they devalued the things they gave to just about everyone who comes through their door. Percy walked in then, carrying a large white box, and smiling almost cheekily, though he looked like he was trying not to.

“Put that straight in the fridge Percy, he’s not allowed to see it.” Harry perked up at this and looked at Ron, who just shrugged.

“I stayed out of the kitchen the last two days Harry, no point asking me.”

Harry and Ron went into the garden, followed by Ginny. They’d been delegated to set up the outdoor table and chairs. Not only had Mrs Weasley made enough to feed an army, she also commanded them like one.

Ron saw Hermione and her parents coming up the garden path and rushed forward to greet her, leaving Harry and Ginny alone and obviously forgetting all about the outdoor setting. There was an awkward silence between the two friends as they watched Ron sprint down, shake hands with Mr and Mrs Granger and wrap Hermione up in a hug. The silence was broken when Ginny put her hand on Harry’s arm and spoke quietly.

“Harry, I know you don’t want to really have anything to do with me anymore, but I-“

“Hang on a minute Ginny. What makes you think that?”

“Well, the day we learned more about Animagi you – “

“Just because I don’t want you touch me, doesn’t mean I don’t want to have anything to do with you.” Harry grinned at this and they both seemed to realise that she was indeed, touching him, and Harry was just getting used to the idea when she dropped her arm and continued speaking.

“Anyway, I don’t want to bring up all of that today. But I would really like to give you a hug for your birthday?” Harry took in a deep breath and nodded. He knew it was a mistake, but it was his birthday. And as Ginny wrapped her arms around his neck, and he pulled her close, it felt exactly right. Until Hermione’s gasp made them spring apart and their faces turn Gryffindor scarlet. Hermione was looking horrified, her parents confused and Ron was smirking.

“It was just a happy birthday hug Hermione.” Harry’s heart sank at Ginny’s words and he could have kicked himself for it. 

“Oh well, I can’t be outdone now, can I?” And with a wicked grin Hermione had leapt on Harry and wrapped her arms around his neck too. But what shocked him most, was the words she whispered in his ear.

“Don’t lose hope Harry.” Harry didn’t know if she meant with the world and life in general or with Ginny in particular, and as she grinned up at him, a twinkle in her eye, he decided she probably meant both. It took a while before either of them realised that the Granger’s had stepped inside and Ron had stopped smirking. In fact, he looked very angry. Harry started to feel intimidated, he did have his arms around Ron’s girlfriend, afterall. Hermione just looked at Ron and repeated Ginny’s words, but in an entirely Hermione tone of voice.

“Oh honestly Ron, it was just happy birthday hug.” She turned on her heels and went inside, smiling smugly to herself. Harry was too relieved to see Ron looking normal again, even though he himself didn’t feel at all normal. They’d just finished setting up the table and chairs when the rest of the Weasley’s, Remus and Arabella appeared in the garden. They all wished Harry a happy birthday, and all of them were laden down with gifts. As they made there way inside to join the others, Harry caught a glimpse of an unmistkable figure coming from the direction of the Burrow, making their way towards Harry’s house. Harry rubbed his eyes, thinking he was imagining things, but the figure was still there when he removed his hands from his face and Harry let out a shocked gasp.

Harry’s gasp was followed by a woop of joy as the big man entered Harry’s garden.

“HAGRID!” Harry ran down the garden path. “Hagrid, I don’t believe it!” Harry stopped in front of the half giant. Soaking him in. Hagrid had been Harry’s very first friend in the wizarding world, after rescuing him from the floor of a cabin his uncle Vernon had rented, to get away from the acceptance letters they had started to send Harry shortly before his 11th birthday. Harry wrapped his arms around Hagrid’s waist and held on tight.

“Oh, Hagrid. I – how –what are you doing here?” Hagrid let out a large laugh. Not that Hagrid could let out a small laugh.

“Couldn’t miss your birthday now Harry, could I?”

“But Sirius never said a word!”

“That’s cause I asked him not to. It’s been too long since Halloween Harry, and I was sorry to miss your first birthday party last year, so I thought I’d pop in just for the day mind. Still on my mission.” Hagrid’s chest puffed out proudly as he said the last sentence and Harry wondered what it would be like to be entrusted with something so important from Dumbledore.

“Come in, then! See my house! It’s wicked, isn’t it? And everyone’s here, all the Weasley’s, even Bill and Charlie, and Hermione of course, and her parents, and Remus and Arabella.” Harry couldn’t seem to stop himself chatting along as he seemed to drag Hagrid towards the house. He was really only holding onto Hagrids sleeve, and Hagrid was walking slightly slower than Harry, and taking smaller steps, so that it looked like the boy, who was small for his age, was literally dragging this gigantic man behind him. Harry stopped suddenly as they reached the kitchen door.

“Oh, Hagrid, you won’t fit in there!” Harry was mortified, he hadn’t even thought about it. Hogwarts, being a castle, fit Hagrid easily with its large doors and high ceilings and his hut that still lay on the grounds of the school had been made especially for him. But Harry’s and Sirius’ home was the normal muggle size. Before Hagrid had time to reply, though, Mr Weasley had enlarged the doors, without actually enlarging them and heightened the ceilings, so that Hagrid fit inside the house almost comfortably. He was greeted with hugs and cheers all round, Arabella jumping up into his arms and holding him tightly, for at least ten minutes. Hagrid’s voice was thick and he had tears in his eyes as he placed her back down on the ground.

“I’ve missed you I have, Miss Arabella.” Hagrid winked at her then and Harry was apalled to watch her break down in tears. He tried to ignore it as she turned to Remus, resting her head on his shoulder as he murmered something only she could hear. Mrs Weasley clapped her hands and ordered everyone outside. It seemed it was time for lunch. Harry plopped himself between Hagrid and Sirius, across from Ron, Hermione and Ginny. The group chatted happily throughout the afternoon, and it was long after the surprise birthday cake, which had a photo of Harry, Sirius and the Weasley’s on it, that Ron, Harry, the twins, Bill and Charlie moved off to play Quidditch at the very back of the garden. Harry and Sirius didn’t grow any apples, so there was no need to even pretend they had a snitch. All they were using was a rolled jumper of George’s as a quaffle. It was just as Harry threw the “Quaffle” at Ron, that a sharp, burning pain ripped through his forhead and Harry, pale and seemingly lifeless, sank towards the ground, flopped over his broomstick.

Neville, still and lifeless in a garden, surrounded by Death Eaters. A high pitch scream and a sickening thud from inside the house. A cold laugh and a tall figure moving towards Neville, slowly as if he had all the time in the world. Harry heard Voldemort speak, but they weren’t words that Harry had been expecting.

“Gather your precious Order, Potter. You can’t save everyone…can’t save everyone…save everyone…” Harry let out a scream as he watched Voldemort curse Neville to death.

He woke up screaming, surrounded by faces.

“Neville, he’s going to attack Neville, no time, hurry, go!!” 

“Harry, wait, you have to tell us everything.”

“There’s no TIME Sirius! He said, I can gather the Order, but I can’t save everyone. HURRY! Go! Get them, Neville’s in the garden, his grandmother’s in the house. The Death Eaters, they’re not there yet…go!” Harry laid back on the couch as he watched the older Weasley’s, including Fred and George, Sirius and Remus disapparate with a soft pop out of the lounge room. He realised then, that Hagrid wasn’t there, but Arabella had stayed.

“Where’s Hagrid?”

“Madame Maxime owled him just before the boys brought you in from the game. He said it was urgent, but that he wants you to owl him as soon as you’re feeling better.” Harry nodded and regretted it almost straight away. The movement made pain rip through his head. He closed his eyes and lay back, closing his eyes and feeling helpless and frustrated. Voldemorts words mocked him in his head until he felt someone lightly touch his hand. He opened his eyes once more, to find himself alone with Ginny. Her face was tear streaked and as soon as Harry saw it he felt his eyes burn and his stomach squirm.

“Neville…” He spoke weakly, not trusting his voice.

“Is fine Harry, everyone got there in time. They’ve taken Neville and his Grandmother to Hogwarts. As a precaution.” Harry took a deep breath, sat up and let the relief float over him. Then he glanced, puzzled, at Ginny.

“Then why are you crying Ginny?” She let out a sob and collapsed on the couch.

“I’ve been crying since you passed out Harry. I was so scared. Hermione collapsed, but she had Ron to lean on. And I-I realised then, when you passed out, how stupid I was Harry, last month.” Harry needed a moment to soak in what she was trying to tell him. His eyes widened when he realised she wanted to be with him again. He didn’t know what he wanted anymore. He knew he didn’t want to keep having to be hurt, by her. Ginny must have read it in his face.

“I’m too late, aren’t I?” Harry didn’t feel like explaining everything, he only nodded and watched as Ginny took a deep breath, before she fled from the house.

“Some birthday this is turning out to be.” Harry mumbled to himself. Then he remembered all the birthdays he’d had before last year, and kicked himself for being so negative. He had family and friends, and cake and presents. That was the main thing. Harry made his way into the kitchen to get himself a drink, his mouth was parched dry. He found Ron and Hermione sitting silently at the table, both had mugs in their hands, and they both looked like they’d been hit by a steam roller. Hermione jumped up when she noticed Harry and ran to him. She took his hands and Harry watched with trepidation as tears welled up in her eyes.

“Oh, Harry, we thought he had you again, and we, well I, thought you wouldn’t be coming back this time, not so soon after… Oh it was dreadful.” And for the second time that day, she hugged him. Harry chanced a glance at Ron, and could have fallen over when he approached them and wrapped them both in a hug too. 

“Guys, it’s alright. It was the normal scar vision thing I get, ok? I’m fine.” Hermione sniffled into Harry’s shoulder.

“It’s not alright, because it wasn’t normal Harry. He spoke to you, didn’t he?” 

“Yeah, he did. But I reckon that’s just cause of last year. He can do that now. I’m not going to let him get to me Hermione, I promise.” Ron was still being quiet, and still hugging them when Harry looked up at him. His eyes were read and puffy, and Harry desperately wanted to say something to lighten the mood. He was interrupted, however, by Arabella, who walked into the kitchen and burst out laughing.

“Some lot you are. Got any room in there for me?” Ron gave a lopsided grin and held out his arms. Arabella fit into them easily, and the four of them stood there for quite a long time. It was huddled like that that Sirius and Remus found them on their return from Hogwarts.

Harry shoved all thoughts of Ginny out of his head as he enjoyed the rest of the night. Apart from Ron and Hermione, Remus and Arabella were the last to leave. Ron and Hermione had offered, very quietly so that no one else could here, to stay with him while he opened his parents trunk. Sirius seemed to be hovering around him as well, as the four of them drank hot chocolate in the lounge room. Hermione, it seemed, would be staying at the Burrow for the rest of the summer, as her parents were called to Belgium for a two week long dental hygiene conference. Sirius, Ron and Hermione seemed to be making unnaturally casual conversation, all directed at Harry, and their eyes swung about every thirty seconds to the trunk on the floor. Had Harry not felt as if a frog was sitting in his stomach, he would have grinned and made a flippant comment. However, he felt his own eyes swinging regularly to his birthday present from his dead parents. He didn’t say a word as he raised himself from the chair he had been sitting on and walked to kneel in front of the trunk. He had never seen three people move so fast. Quite suddenly, Sirius was standing behind him, his hand pressing painfully into his shoulder. Hermione was kneeling on his left, looking intently at the lock and mumbling under her breath. Ron was on his right trying very hard not to look at Harry and failing miserably. An awkward silence fell, which sounded almost loud after the chatter that had been happening just seconds before.

“Alright Hermione, how do we open this then?” Hermione looked at Harry, aghast.

“How am I supposed to know? Harry, your parents were so much more clever than me!” It was so unusual to Hermione sound so modest, that Ron could only stare. Harry turned to look at Sirius, who was staring at the trunk without really looking at it. He had such a look of bitter sadness on his face that Harry wanted to move away. Quickly. Instead, Harry cleared his throat loudly. 

“Any ideas, Padfoot?”

“Try Alohamora” Hermione scoffed, but kept her mouth shut. Harry continued to study Sirius and shrugged. Why not? It was always a good place to start when you wanted to open a lock. If it didn’t work, he’d simply run upstairs and get the knife Sirius had given him for Christmas in his fourth year. Pulling out his wand, he pointed it at the lock and said the incantation. To everyone’s surprise (Hermione gave a little squeal, Sirius a bark of rough laughter) the trunk sprang open and as Harry leant slowly, inch by inch, forward, and felt an overwhleming sense of cheer come over him before he could even get a glimpse at the contents. Harry recognised the Cheering Charm as a fit of giggles attacked him. Ron and Harry had done them in third year, as Hermione had slept silently in Gryffindor Tower. As he giggled uncontrolabally, he attempted to glare at the others accusingly, wondering who had casted the charm. He looked first to Hermione, who was looking between him and the trunk with intense curiousity. He turned then to Sirius, giggling madly and feeling like an idiot. If he could have spoken, the words out of his mouth would have been angry ones, but Sirius was looking at him as if he’d just lost his mind. Ron was giving Harry a look he usually reserved for Hermione, when she went on about SPEW or how important homework was or was throwing her arms around their necks in a rare show of affection, or something just as fanatical. His anger turned to puzzlement as he watched Hermione give him a wary look and lean over the trunk. She sat back with a large grin on her face and was soon giggling too. Ron and Sirius turned their gaze to Hermione, who was giggling just like Lavender Brown, and she could only shrug and continue with her insane giggles. Sirius and Ron exchanged a look, and Ron leaned forward too. In no time he was giggling, much like Peeves the Poltergeist without any malice. Sirius looked on as the three Hogwarts students rolled around on the floor, laughing as if they’d never laughed before.

“Prongs!” Sirius whispered quietly and a grin spread over his face without the help of a cheering charm. He cast the counter charm and was pleased to see all three children grinning still.

“Which one of them was that Sirius?”

“That would have been your Dad, Harry.” Hermione let out another little giggle, and covered her mouth, her eyes wide with horror. This reaction set Ron and Harry both into another fit of giggles, but these were natural. Sirius cast the reverse charm on the trunk, just in case. Harry was grateful. He really did want to find out what was in the trunk, and if he kept giggling on the floor like an idiot, he’d never get through. He leant forward again, quicker this time and removed the Muggle like tissue paper off the top of the contents. Sirius sucked in a deep breath, and Harry looked wide eyed in wonder at the white gown that suddenly lay before him. It was small, and looked a lot like a ball gown. Harry turned, once again, to his godfather.

“Did my Mum and Dad have a Muggle wedding?!” He whispered it in awe.

“No. They dressed like Muggles for the ceremony though, to appease your aunt, mostly.” Harry looked incredulous and Sirius conceded, reluctantly. “And Lily said she’d always wanted to wear a Meringue dress, with a big full skirt. She complained loudly to James that she found all the wedding robes in all the Wizard shops in all the world utterly boring and unacceptable.” Siriuses motions had gotten bigger and more feminine as he spoke. Harry grinned some more and wondered what to do with the Meringue that was covering everything else inside the trunk. Hermione, who had briefly disappeared into the kitchen, came out wiping her hands on a clean towel and gently lifting the dress.

“You can have a proper look later Harry, I’ll just put this over the back of the chair here until you’re ready.” Harry nodded gratefully, realising that twelve months ago Hermione touching his mother’s wedding dress would have annoyed him to screaming level. His heart was beating really fast, but he recognised it more as anticipation as to what else was in the trunk, rather than anger at what Hermione had done. As he looked in the trunk, Ron and Hermione at his side, he found it full of family treasures. Not jewels or Galleons or Muggle money, but a toy broomstick.

“I gave you that.” Harry turned his head to look at Sirius, and was slightly embarrassed to find his godfather’s eyes red and watery. Sirius, however, was unabashed. He had long learned that it was perfectly ok to cry over the death of two very important people in his life.

Some old family photos. A photo of a group of people standing in the secret realm. As he looked through the things, Harry realised with a pang that someone was missing. He looked to Ron.

“Ron?”

“Mmm?” Harry thought he sounded distracted but didn’t bother looking down to see what had Ron so fascinated. He had all the time in the world to study the contents of this trunk.

“Do you think it’s too late to owl your parents? Ask them to come back?” Harry felt his face go a little red and could have kicked himself. There was nothing wrong with wanting the Weasley’s with him when he was rummaging through his parents things, even he was just using the senior Weasley’s to get Ginny here too. Ron looked thoughtful and shook his head sadly.

“Since Voldemort’s been back, they ummm, they don’t sleep much. But they, well, Harry, they won’t want to leave Ginny alone, if you know what I mean.”

“Oh no, that’s OK!” Harry hoped he didn’t sound too pleased at the prospect of seeing Ginny again. He knew Ron and Hermione hoped he and Ginny would get back together, since he had heard them talking just that afternoon, in what they thought were hushed tones. Going by the look he saw his two best friends exchange at his exclamation, he realised that he had done exactly what he hadn’t wanted to.

“Yeah, ok, I’ll owl them, it’s only nine o’clock, Ginny should still be up too.” Ron rushed upstairs to Harry’s room to borrow parchment and Hedwig, feeling as much at home here as Harry did at the Burrow. Harry closed the lid firmly on the trunk and explained to Sirius and Hermione that he’d rather wait for the Weasley’s. Within ten minutes of Ron going upstairs, the Weasley’s could clearly be heard in the kitchen. Ron must have mentioned that only Mr and Mrs Weasley and Ginny were invited, since none of the others had come with them and Harry knew that all the kids were home at the moment.

“Oh Harry dear! We were so glad to get Rons owl! We’ve been dying to know what you’ve got in there since this morning!”

“Mum, I haven’t been dying to nose into Harry’s business, thank you.” Ginny spoke from behind her mother, and stepped to the side as she did so. She sent Harry a friendly grin, and he let out a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding. It seemed things were ok with them again. Harry still felt a little run over by all the things that had happened to him today. But here, with Sirius, the Weasley’s and Hermione and things from his parents, everything felt exactly right, almost as it had when Ginny had asked him if she could give him a hug that morning. Harry realised with a jolt that Mrs Weasley was talking again, and that Ginny had moved towards the trunk too, so that she was sitting directly opposite Harry. 

“What a beautiful dress.” Mrs Weasley was fingering Lily’s wedding dress lovingly, her eyes far away. “It was a beautiful wedding, wasn’t it Arthur?”

“Aah, yes, indeed it was Molly.” Harry watched with amusement as Mr Weasley bent and whispered something in his wife’s ear. Something which made her blush and giggle and slap playfully at his shoulder. It was the most relaxed he’d seen them in a little over a year. That didn’t mean he wanted to know what had just been whispered, Harry thought with a small shudder. He reckoned it would take a lot to make a woman with 6 fully grown sons blush. He returned his attention firmly to his birthday present from his parents.

Harry went through the things slowly, he pulled out a whole pile of photographs, both Wizard and Muggle and handed them to Sirius. The adults now sat on the couch, looking through them all and making comments and laughing a lot. Harry hoped the night would never end. He’d never heard his godfather laugh like that, there was nothing rough or forced about it at all. He stiffened slightly when he heard Ron take a sharp breath.

“What is it?” He asked his best friend urgently. Ron, however, seemed to have been struck speechless and could only point. There, in the bottom left hand corner of the trunk, were a pile of magazines. Harry looked closer and realised they were comic books.

The Adventures of Martin Miggs: The Mad Muggle

They were the same comics that Ron read, though these were still in black and white. Ron, who was still looking at the stack bemusedly, said

“I didn’t realise Martin Miggs was that old!” A comment which stirred a very offended sounding “Oi!” from Sirius, and causing Ron’s ears to redden and a sheepish grin to creep along his face. 

“Do you want to have a look at them Ron?” Whilst Harry had taken on Ron’s mania for the Chudley Canons Quidditch team, he’d never been able to understand Martin Miggs. It was probably because the things he got up to, as a Muggle, were so unrealistic, and Harry knew better, whereas Ron didn’t really have any idea about Muggle life.

“Can I, Harry? Really?” Harry just nodded and pulled the whole stack out of the trunk at once, handing them nonchalantly to his best friend. Ron took them with great care, reminding Harry of Hagrid, the time he’d tried to own a dragon named Norbert. Sirius watched Ron with amusement.

“They’re all first edition you know. I don’t know that James ever actually read them, it was just a kind of status collectors item for him to have them.” Ron’s eyes didn’t leave the comic books as he nodded. Harry kept a smile to himself as he made eye contact with Hermione, who was grinning. He leant over to Ron and, though it tore at him a bit, told him he could keep them.

“What? No I can’t!” Ron looked scared now. “Do you know how much these are worth Harry? They’re first edition!” 

“I don’t actually know anything about them Ron, you know I’ve never gotten into Martin Miggs. Except for the fact that they belonged to my Dad, why would I want to keep them when you could? Dad didn’t even read them.” Ron continued to stare at Harry for a bit, until finally a big wide grin spread across his face.

“Thanks, mate! You’re getting the best Christmas present ever this year!” Harry just smiled and went back to the trunk, where a small green pile caught his eye. He recognised it, which gave him a shock. It was a tiny stuffed dragon. Harry reached out to pick it up and as he touched it, his eyes closed automatically and he saw a flash of a big hairy man, in a moleskin coat and a very loud voice, handing him a present. He saw his own hands, small and pudgy, reach out and play with the man’s beard, ignoring the present all together. Another flash and he was looking down at a man, a man he had seen many times in photos, and a particular mirror, though Harry seemed very high up this time. The man had messy hair, just like Harry’s and smiling, hazel eyes. Harry saw the dragon held in his still pudgy and, heard the man’s voice, followed by the delighted laughter of a baby. He opened his eyes with a jolt and realised, as tears filled his eyes, he’d just quite clearly remembered Hagrid giving him this dragon, and his father lifting him in the air. Harry was also sure, though he didn’t know why, that his father had lifted him like that every night before bed.

“Hagrid gave me this, didn’t he Sirius?” Even to his own ears his voice sounded like it was coming from far away.

“He did yes, and you carried it every with you.” Harry nodded, and suddenly felt very drained. He was glad he’d opened the trunk with lots of people around him, but now he just wanted to be alone. That was, until Hermione started bouncing up and down on the floor, a book in her lap, and her eyes twinkling with excitement.

“What is it Hermione?” 

“It’s the book.”

“Which book?” Harry was very puzzled. Hermione was surrounded by books and he couldn’t see how the one on her lap was any different to the ones spread around her on the floor.

“THE book, Harry.” Hermione’s voice had taken on that you-should-know-what-I-mean-even-though-I’m-not-making-sense quality that she often used with Harry and Ron. “The one I found in Mr Weasley’s library.” Harry’s eyes widened and he went to reach for it. As he leaned towards it, he realised the pages were blank, and pulled his hand back sharply. The last time he had touched something with blank pages, a 16 year old Lord Voldemort had posessed Ginny. He shook himself mentally, this was his mum.

“How do you know? It doesn’t have any writing in it.” 

“It does at the front Harry.” Hermione was really getting on his nerves now. How was he supposed to know, he hadn’t looked at any of the books yet. He’d just automatically handed them to Hermione as he pulled them out of the trunk.

“Oh.” Hermione just smiled at him and handed him the book. As his hand touched the pages, writing appeared on the one the book was open at.

For Harry J Potter Only!

The Order Of The Phoenix

Hermione let a gush of air out of her lungs that put Fluffy the three headed dog to shame.

“Harry, a book that only appears to have writing in it when one specific person touches it is serious magic.” Sirius spoke up then.

“And old magic. Your mum was studying ancient magic when they died. She was getting really good at it too.”

“Has magic changed a lot then, over the years?” Harry was again cursing having been made to grow up with the Dursley’s.

“Oh yes.” Said Mr Weasley. “There were a lot of things, for example, that are more acceptable now, than they were back then. And a lot of things illegal now, but common practise in the past. And ancient magic is very often wandless, calling on the natural elements a bit more than on the magic actually inside a person.”

“Oh” Was Harry’s inadequate reply. His mum had been good at wandless magic. He looked down at the book, staring as the page seemed to glow gold and the book grew hot in his hands, so hot that he had to put it down. He placed it carefully on the floor as he realised Sirius was speaking again.

“… truly powerful as well.” Harry could only assume Sirius was still talking about Ancient magic. His assumption was confirmed when he said

“Though that kind of magic is really only still in practise today in America and Australia, which are two very young countries, relatively speaking.” Hermione jumped to her feet.

“Sensibility… outside Britain… America…Australia…Harry would you mind if I borrowed that book when you’ve had a good read through?”

“Course not Hermione.” His voice was light but he was frowning up at his best friend. He and Ron hated it when Hermione never finished her sentences. Harry felt himself stiffle a yawn and jumped when Mrs Weasley sprang to her feet.

“Weasley’s, it’s time to go home.” Ron and Ginny both let out groans. “No, no complaints, it’s half past 11. C’mon.”

“Actually Mrs. Weasley.” Said Harry. “I was wondering if it would be alright if Ron and Hermione stayed the night? And with you of course, Sirius?”

“I’ve told you you never have to ask me Harry.”

“Well, yes, I suppose that will be ok.” But Mrs Weasley looked worried as she spoke. He gaze passed not so subtely between Ron and Hermione and only lost her worried look when Sirius leant over and whispered something in her ear. She nodded and turned to get her cloak. Harry pretended not to notice the hurt look in Ginny’s eyes at being excluded from the invitation. The four of them waved the three Weasley’s down the garden path before turning back from the kitchen door to head upstairs.

“Sirius, I reckon we could probably get rid of the front door altogether.” Harry said sleepily as he stood outside his bedroom door, trying to pretend that Hermione and Ron weren’t holding hands outside the guestroom door and whispering quietly to each other. Sirius, however, seemed to be noticing perfectly well as he said

“Ronald Weasley! Don’t make me embarrass you son, I’m not allowed to go to bed until you’re locked up in here-“ He pointed to Harry’s bedroom door “and Hermione’s locked up in there.” He pointed to the guest room. Hermione had the courtesy to blush, but Ron shot Sirius a wicked grin, pulled Hermione into a dip and kissed her thouroughly, bringing her roughly up to stand straight again.

“Night Hermione.” He grinned, tapped her on the tip of the nose, and sauntered into Harry’s bedroom. Harry and Sirius shared a look and chanced a glance at Hermione who was leaning weakly against the wall. Her eyes were furious.

“Don’t you dare laugh. Either of you.” And that seemed to be her way of saying good night.

The week after Harry’s birthday brought Professor McGonnogall once again to Harry’s home. The day before, the 4 friends had finished reading the three books left to them to become Animagi. McGonnogall had been right the day in the basement. Having to wait for the other three had nearly killed Hermione. But they had finally made it, and if all went well, all four of them would be illegal Animagi by the end of the week.

“Right, so all four of you have completed the literature. Very good, I expected it to take much longer. Now, we will have to go outside, and I will teach you to relax your bodies completely, and clear your minds. Once you have mastered this relaxation, you will automatically transfigure yourselves.” Hermione’s hand shot up in the air, surprising no one.

“We are not in school Miss Granger, you may speak freely.” If Harry didn’t know the head of Gryffindor House better, he would say there was more than slight amusement in Professor McGonnogall’s voice.

“Well, is that really all it takes? We just have to relax and clear our minds?”

“It is not as simple as it sounds, Miss Granger, however, no that is not all it takes. The books you have read have already taken care of the rest. They have subconciously entered certain parts of information into your brain, and chosen the animal for you.” Harry wondered if he’d ever stop being amazed at the magical world as the group made their way into the garden and lay down. Harry found the clearing his mind part easy, since he’d had training all last year with Remus. But his body was tense as he blocked out the sound of McGonnogalls voice. He became unaware of his friends lying next to him as the hot August sun shone down on his face. He could hear birds chirping and a slight breeze whistle through the leaves on the trees and after about five minutes he became conciously aware of the grass beneath him. As Harry relaxed he felt as if he was sinking deeper and deeper into the earth and then, quite suddenly, he was up in the air. The sound of his wings beating against the air currents was loud in his ear. His WINGS? Harry chanced a look below him and saw his Professor looking up at him, a look of proud bewilderment on her face. He saw her lips moving, but had to soar down to be able to hear her. He was a bird. An Animagi. Just like his Dad.

“Mr. Potter! I have never, I knew you were powerful, but to transfigure yourself so quickly, it must be a record!” Harry concentrated with all his might on becoming human again, but as he did so, he could have sworn he heard a Phoenix singing with delight. He felt his legs collapse beneath him and didn’t dare believe the voice in his head.

“Professor? Did I transfigure into a- a- a Phoenix?”

“You did Potter. Another strange feat. It’s almost impossible in fact, I need to contact Dumbledore.” Harry nodded numbly as he watch McGonnogall enter the house. He looked over at his three friends, Hermione being the only one who seemed to be awake. She was looking at him speculatively, as if she herself couldn’t quite believe what she had just seen. For some reason, that annoyed Harry.

“Shouldn’t you be relaxing Hermione?” He snapped at her. Something he hadn’t done for a very long time. She rolled her eyes and lay stiffly back on the ground. Harry really wanted to transfigure himself again, he knew that Sirius could do it in a split second, and didn’t have to lie down on the ground to let it happen. He had just decided to be sensible and wait for Professor McGonnogall to come back when he saw his very best friend become, above all things, a fox. Harry, if he was honest with himself, was very surprised that Ron had mastered this transfiguration before Hermione, who was once again sitting up and glaring at her boyfriend.

“Hermione, you need to relax!” Harry said, exasperated.

“Well, Harry, it’s not exactly easy to relax when the two people closest to you in the whole world suddenly change it to animals.” But she lay back on the grass all the same. Harry was running around the garden with Ron at his heels when Professor McGonnogall emerged from the house, mumbling under breath.

“Professor, look! Ron did it!”

“Very good Mr Weasley! I’m just sorry we can’t count this on your Transfiguration NEWT.” She said with a ghost of a smile.

“Can I transform again Professor?”

“No Potter, I’m afraid you can’t. The reason I was inside for so long is that I was waiting for a reply from Dumbledore. He has asked that you refrain from transfiguring until he has been able to speak with you personally. He is currently in Germany on a conference promoting International Wizarding Relations, and won’t be back for another three days.” Harry felt his heart sink to his stomach with disappointment. However, as Ron transfigured back to being Ron, and announced that he wouldn’t transform until then, either, it didn’t seem so bad to have to wait.

“I wonder what those two will end up being.” Ron said as he studied Ginny and Hermione.

Ginny and Hermione practiced all afternoon, with Ron and Harry making plans for their trip to Diagon Alley in a few days time. Ron thought the adults might let them go all on their own, but Harry said that with the war going on, it wouldn’t be very likely. Harry was sitting with his back to the girls with Ron sitting opposite him, keeping an eye on them but trying to pretend he wasn’t. Hermione was still lying stiffly on the ground, her hands gripping the grass and small frown showing up on her face. It had been about 5 hours since Ron became an animagi when he let out a gasp. Harry spun around, thinking something dreadful had happened, only to find nothing where Ginny had been lying minutes before. He passed a quick, panicked glance around the garden, before looking at Ron, who seemed to be scanning the sky. Before Harry had a chance to look up, a small bird landed on his knee. He stared at her, bewildered, happy and confused.

“Mum?” But as Harry stared a bit longer, he realised that the wings were a brown red, more like Ginny’s eyes than the emerald green of his mother. And that the breast of the bird, though still a vibrant red, was more of a ginger than an auburn. He felt his heart beat faster in his chest. What did it mean that Ginny had transfigured into a Robin, the same bird his own mother had chosen to be in her life in the realm? Ron stared at his sister, who promptly shifted from Harry’s knee to Ron’s shoulder, squaking loudly in his ear before jumping on the ground and turning back into herself. She was grinning wildly at the two boys, who were still staring at her.

“So, what kind of bird did I change into?” Harry couldn’t find his voice, which didn’t seem to matter, since Ron answered, quite coldly, as if the animal the book had chosen for her was her fault.

“You were a Robin, Ginny.” Her eyes shot straight to Harry’s face as she let out a gasp and a small “oh.” Harry’s head was so full of what this could mean, if it meant anything at all, that he found he couldn’t sit there anymore. He stood up without a word to either Weasley, and found his legs had turned to jelly. Forcing them to move, he stormed into the house, past Hermione and didn’t even notice that she was mumbling under her breath, or that she’d sat bolt upright as Harry let the kitchen door slam behind him.

Thoughts of Ginny’s animagi plagued Harry over the next two days. Hermione was constantly at his house, having still not mastered Animagi. Ron and Harry had teased her for a whole day before she stopped speaking to either of them. Ginny had stopped coming to the house. It was the day before their trip to Diagon Alley when Hermione finally became an Animagus. Harry and Ron were in Harry’s bedroom, discussing Quidditch and Voldemort, leaving Hermione in the garden to relax her mind. Early in the afternoon they sneaked a peek into the garden, only to find no one there. They looked at each other, grins spread across their faces as they hurtled themselves downstairs and into the garden. There sat a tabby cat where Hermione should have been. She was grey and black, with bushy fur. Harry and Ron burst into a fit of laughter, loud and raucous, causing the cat to turn away from them, her tail stuck hautily in the air. Ron was the first to find his voice.

“Hermione, we always – “ Gasp “- knew you were a mini – “ Gasp “- McGonnogall, but this is too much!” At which point, the real Hermione stood before them, arms folded and glaring.

“I’m sure Ron, that I did not look that much like Professor McGonnogall!”

“Yeah, you did.” Harry replied. “Just that you didn’t have the markings where her glasses are, and your fur was, well, thicker.” Harry’s eyes were still twinkling from the laugh he and Ron had had, and he was clutching his side.

“Honestly you two. I finally get it, and all you can do is laugh.” Both boys stopped laughing suddenly as they noticed Hermione had tears in her eyes. Ron took a step towards her and grabbed both her hands in his.

“Don’t cry, Hermione. We were only teasing!”

“Yeah, well, it’s not funny. Just because you two are – are…” She seemed to be having trouble saying that Ron and Harry were better than her. “Animagus whiz kids, doesn’t mean we all can be! I’m going to write to Professor McGonnogall.” And she stormed inside. Harry had the feeling that the trip to Diagon Alley wasn’t going to be as much fun afterall.

He was right. In fact, the day they went to Diagon Alley turned out to be the worst day of Harry’s life. The trip itself wasn’t a problem. Harry and Ron promised Hermione two whole complaint free hours in Flourish and Blotts to make up for their behaviour yesterday. Ginny walked happily with them, and though she didn’t say much, there wasn’t any tension either. Harry had been right about the adults. They let the four of them wander around on their own only after promising to stick together as they said goodbye in front of Gringott’s. The children bought all their school things, which was a lot to carry around as the Harry, Ron and Hermione would be starting their NEWT classes and needed all new books. The four of them emerged from Flourish and Blotts and quickly made their way to Fortescues for ice cream, before meeting back with the Weasley’s and Sirius at the Leaky Couldron. During their shopping break, Ron brought up Hogsmeade weekends.

“Do you think we’ll have them this year? I want to go and visit Fred and George at Zonkos” Hermione looked concentrated as she answered Ron.

“You know Ron, Dumbledore might just let us. Kind of a ‘We’re not afraid of you’ statement to Voldemort.” Both Ron and Hermione turned to Harry, wanting to know what he thought.

“I guess we’ll have to wait and see. But I think we should head back now, anyway, we’re ten minutes late and they might start to worry.” The students packed all their things away, paid for their ice cream and headed towards the Leaky Couldron, where they all headed home. Harry was just telling Sirius about the most boring two hours he’s ever spent as they made their way towards the kitchen. Harry stopped midsentence in the kitchen doorway. Professor Dumbledore, looking more grim than Harry had ever seen him, was sitting at their kitchen table. As he looked up and met Harry’s shocked gaze, Harry saw that his eyes were red and puffy, as if he’d been crying for hours.

“Professor Dumbledore. What is it?” Harry’s heart had started beating hard in his chest, as if it was dying to escape. This was bad. This was very very bad.

“Harry, Sirius, please sit down. I have terrible news.” Sirius made to move towards the table, but Harry’s feet seemed to be stuck to the floor.

“Please, Professor, just tell me what’s happened.” He could hardly speak now. He was sure that the most dreadful thing had happened. Someone important was gone. Someone at Hogwarts.

“Ok Harry. There was a complication. On Hagrid’s mission.” Harry let out a choked sob. Not Hagrid. Anyone but Hagrid. 

“It seems that the owl Hagrid received from Madame Maxime, here on your birthday, was to tell Hagrid that she needed his help desperately. His protection. With Hagrid gone, Madame Maxime was left unprotected, without a male companion, amongst the giants. One of them abused her, taking advantage of Hagrids absence.” Harry could hardly hear Dumbledore’s voice through the buzzing in his ears. He’s alright. Hagrid will be fine. 

“Hagrid was insensed when he discovered what his cousin had done. He challenged him to a duel. Harry, he –“ Tears welled up in the Professers eyes now, and he struggled to get the next words out. “- He lost Harry. He’s gone.”

“No he’s not.” Harry’s panicked gaze flicked from his godfathers shocked pale face, to his Headmasters mournful one. “He- He can’t be. He’s not. You’re lying!!” Harry, not knowing what he was doing, grabbed hold of a kitchen chair and smashed it on the floor before turning and running as fast he could up to his bedroom. He felt empty, he couldn’t even cry. He sat on his bed for hours, staring, trying to remember what Hagrid looked like. To his utter dismay, he couldn’t. He couldn’t get the picture in his head. Hagrid was his friend. His first real contact to the world Harry belonged to. He couldn’t be gone. Not like that, as if he didn’t matter. At 8 o’clock a knock sounded on Harry’s bedroom door. He ignored it and didn’t look up when it opened.

“Harry – “ Hermione’s voice was thick with emotion. “Oh Harry!” And she burst into tears, a horrible choking sound coming all the way up from her stomach. She collapsed on the floor. Ron stood beside her, his face pale and looking lost. His hair was a mess. He opened his mouth a few times but couldn’t speak. He too let out a sob, and joined Harry on the bed. None of them needed to speak as they mourned their friend.

Harry didn’t remember much about the week leading up to Hagrid’s funeral, except looking himself up in his room. He was angry, lashing out at anyone who dared knock on his door. He’d searched his room high and low and couldn’t find one single picture he had of Hagrid. He had the photo album he’d given him at the end of Harry’s first year, but there was no picture of Hagrid in there. All he had was a tiny stuffed green Dragon Hagrid had given him in a time that Harry could no longer remember. The day of Hagrid’s funeral dawned bright and sunny, which Harry found remarkably unfair. He dressed in normal clothes to go down for breakfast. He was surprised to find that Sirius was not alone in the kitchen and nearly turned on his heels and stormed back up to his room when to pitying sets of eyes turned to look at him. Instead, he took a deep calming breath and greeted their guests. His throat was hoarse, as if he hadn’t used it for a long time. He still hadn’t cried.

“Hello Remus, Arabella.” He inclined his head politely as he sat down in his normal chair. He didn’t feel like eating, and felt his stomach flip as a plate of eggs and sausage landed in front of him.

“Sirius, I can’t.”

“Harry, please. You will need your strength today. We all will. You need to eat.” Harry nodded, picked up his fork and pushed the food around his plate, ignoring everyone at the table before Arabella spoke.

“Harry? Would you like to talk?” As Harry shook his head he noticed that Arabella was pale and quite a lot thinner than the last time he’d seen her. With a pang, and a horrible lurch in his heart, he realised that had also been the last time he’d seen Hagrid. Her eyes were red rimmed, and even as he watched, silent tears poured down her face. Harry wondered if she’d been crying all week. He then remembered, heard clearly in his head a big booming voice, the way Hagrid had greeted Arabella at his birthday. Miss Arabella, he’d called her. And she’d jumped on him with a whoop of joy. They must have been close. The sound of his godfather’s voice brought him out of his reverie.

“It’s almost time to go.” A bolt of panic shot through Harry then. If he went today, he’d have to say goodbye. It would mean moving on.

“I’m not going.” His voice was defiant. Sirius, who was grieving Hagrid too, lost his patience.

“Harry James Potter. You will go, you will pay your respects to your friend, and be supported and support the people who care about you. Get upstairs, get changed, and I don’t want to hear another word!” Sirius’s voice had risen to hysterics as he choked back tears. Harry, realising for the first time that he wasn’t alone in mourning Hagrid, felt the shame wash over him. Wave after wave of it until it finally pushed him out of the kitchen and up the stairs to get changed.

The funeral was to be held at Hogwarts. Harry, Sirius, Arabella and Remus met up with the Weasley family and ported into Hogsmeade before making their way up the path that led to the school.  Harry hardly noticed anyone apart from Sirius, Ron and Hermione. They needed him most, and they were the ones he relied on to get through the day. Harry approached the grounds with lead feet and nothing but dread in his stomach. Dumbledore would be presiding over the ceremony, though Harry, remembering his headmaster’s face when he’d told them Hagrid was gone, didn’t see how Dumbledore was going to speak. He would have been surprised at the amount of people there if he’d been aware of anything other than the huge black coffin already waiting to be lowered into the ground. He vaguely registered Hermione sniffling beside him, as all of them took their place beside Madame Maxime around the coffin. Harry didn’t register Dumbledore standing and taking his place before the group. He almost jumped out of skin when his headmaster began to speak, in a strong clear voice.

“We are here today to celebrate the life of a true friend. To pay respects to a man who should be honoured above all measure within our community. Rubeus Hagrid was an amazing person. There wasn’t a person who knew him, who didn’t come off better and greater for having had the experience. He was kind and gentle. Hagrid experienced many hardships throughout his life, though he always met them with a booming laugh and a positive outlook. Hagrid was a person that we could learn a lot from…” Harry had tuned out as he stared at the coffin. Before he knew it, flashes of images were running through his head like a television screen. Hagrid, rescuing him the first time from the Dursley’s, Hagrid pulling his dragon egg out of the fire, Hagrid watching calmly and with good humour as Ron vomited slugs, Hagrid spilling tea the night he was taken to Azkaban, Hagrid as his job as a Professor was announced, Hagrid announcing that Buckbeak the Hippogriff had escaped, Hagrid telling him at the end of his fourth year that whatever will come will come and they’ll have to meet it when it does.

Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound

That saved a wretch like me.

I once was lost, but now I’m found

Was blind but now I see.

Harry was pulled out of his Hagrid memories as the strong clear voice took over from that of his headmaster. He realised that Ginny was standing where Dumbledore had been. He heard Fang howl into the air, and wanted to howl too. Grief, pure pain and misery had replaced the anger Harry had been surviving on. As the coffin was lowered into the ground, slowly, Harry had the most ridciulous urge to pull it back up. Instead, he focused his eyes upwards and through his grief almost laughed aloud at the sight that greeted him. A flash of vibrant, unmistakeable red hair was sitting on top of one of the four dragons circling above them. It was perfect, and Harry hoped with all his heart, as tears poured unnoticed down his face, that wherever Hagrid was, he was laughing with delight.

The rest of the day, Harry found himself almost having a good time. Madame Maxime had cried ginormous tears, telling Harry through the sniffles that he, Harry, was just about all Hagrid talked about, and that he, Ron and Hermione were what he had missed most about Hogwarts. Everywhere he walked around the Great Hall, wizards and witches were laughing as they exchanged stories about Hagrid, some of them had even gone to school with him. Something that made his heart feel lighter happened as he walked past Mr Weasley, Ginny and Cedric Diggory’s parents. He had been trying to hide from the Diggory’s, they were the last people he wanted to see today. As Harry sneaked behind their backs, he caught Amos Diggory tell Ginny that getting her brother to organise the dragon flight, and singing “that muggle song” had made Hagrid’s funeral as unique as Hagrid himself had been. Harry faltered a step and turned to stare at Ginny. She was blushing profusely, which made the tear stains on her face stand out more. He hadn’t realised it had been Ginny. Charlie Weasley himself knew about Hagrid’s dragon obsession, Harry had just assumed that it had been his idea. He caught Ginny doing some staring of her own as she looked away from the Diggory’s in embarrassment. Of course it had been Ginny. He gave her a small half smile, the first one to creep across his face since the day they went to Diagon Alley. He looked pointedly at the doors leading to the Entrance Hall and saw with relief that Ginny nodded her head just once, slightly, as if trying not to draw attention to the fact that he was there. She seemed to understand perfectly that he didn’t want to be seen. 

Of course she understands, you git. She’s Empathy.

Harry thought to himself as he passed through the doors of the Great Hall. He sat alone on the marble staircase and waited. Ginny was but three minutes behind him, and she let the huge oak doors close behind her, giving them the illusion of privacy.

“Alright, Harry?” Her voice was casual, friendly. Harry could tell it was forced.

“Alright. That was a lovely thing you did. I just wanted to tell you that.” Ginny averted his gaze and stared at the step her feet were resting on.

“This isn’t really the time for a talk, is it?”

“I haven’t spoken to anyone for a week Ginny, what was it you wanted to talk about?” But before she could answer, the doors swung open, and the person Harry had least expected to see stood in the doorway, staring intensely at the students now standing on the staircase.

“Potter, Miss Weasley.” The voice that was usually cold and hard was rough and croaky, as if the owner had been grieving Hagrid too.

“Professor Snape.” Harry started hurriedly. “Ginny and I, we were just talk-“

“Save it Potter. I am not here to deduct points or give detentions.” Even though the hatred so present in Snape’s voice when school was in was absent, he’d still managed to make Harry feel foolish.

“I am here to give you my condolences.” Harry’s eyes met Snapes as he lifted his head so fast he almost cracked his neck.

“You-you are?”

“Yes Potter, you have just lost a very good friend, have you not?” Harry nodded, having lost the ability to speak. “I am sorry for your loss.” And with that, the cruel, malicious Potions Master reentered the Great Hall with a dramatic swirl of his cloak. As the doors shut behind him, Harry found his voice again.

“Ginny, pinch me.”

“Huh?”

“Pinch me. I cannot believe that what just happened, just happened.” Ginny smiled, but didn’t touch him.

“That was very interesting Harry. Wanna go tell Ron and Hermione?” Her eyes were twinkling but shadowed by sadness. She didn’t wait for him to answer, just stepped off the staircase and made to walk towards the door. At the sound of Harry saying her name, she stopped and turned around, tears now pouring down her face. Harry wasted no time in walking towards her and wrapping her up in a hug. There was nothing more between them than friends mourning a friend. They stood like that, Ginny’s tears pouring down the front of Harry’s dress robes, and his own pouring freely onto the top of her head, for what seemed like forever before Ginny started to pull away. Harry let her go. There was an awkward silence as both of them searched for a topic to break it. Harry was the first to speak.

“What did you want to talk about Gin? Before Snape came in?”

“Oh! Umm, no, I don’t want to have a serious talk now Harry. I’m sorry.”

“That’s ok.” He couldn’t keep the disappointment out of his voice. “Well, do you wanna come over tomorrow and talk about it?” Ginny looked up at him and Harry knew that was the last thing she’d been expecting. Slowly, a small smile flitted across her face.

“I’d like that. If you’re sure that is.” Harry nodded and the two friends made their way into the Great Hall, their hearts beating a little faster than normally, to find Ron and Hermione to tell them their Potions professor had lost it.

“So, let me get this straight. He walked in, said sorry, wasn’t awful and walked out again?”

“Oh honestly Ron. Harry told you this so many times over the last week already. Why don’t you talk about Quidditch?” The four friends were sitting on the Hogwarts Express, rattling along to their sixth and fifth years of school. Ron had been talking about Snape’s behaviour since he had found out about it. Hermione was right, it had been a week since then, and the fact that she suggested they talk about Quidditch instead said a lot about exactly how often Ron had brought the subject up in conversation. Ron ignored her completely.

“Harry, you don’t reckon he was taking the mickey?” Ginny stood over her brother at that point.

“Ron! He meant it alright. I was there, I should know. He was sad too. Can you drop it please. You’re making something interesting, dull.” Ron’s jaw had dropped as his sister had jumped from the seat, but it snapped shut as she finished and he stared gloomily out the window. Ginny smiled smugly as she turned to Hermione. “And that, my dear, is how you deal with Weasley males.” She plopped back down in her seat and shared a smile with Harry. They had had their talk the day after Hagrid’s funeral. Ginny hadn’t known what to think either, when she’d found out her Animagus was a Robin, and Harry’s reaction had made her keep her distance. They’d decided that they wouldn’t look too much into it. And then Harry had brought it up again. He’d told her he still had feelings for her, and that if they were going to stay friends like that promised each other six months before, on Valentine’s day, she had a right to know. And Harry figured that they had been doing well so far. No awkward pauses, no funny tinglings when they accidentally made contact. The rest of the trip to Hogwarts was full of Chess, Exploding Snap, and Quidditch conversation. Hermione had tried to give Ginny tips on how to get through the OWLs, but Ginny hadn’t grown up in the Weasley family and missed out on their passion for the wizard sport.

“Harry, there’s only you and me on the team!”

“Huh?” Harry, had been day dreaming about transfiguring himself and pecking at Malfoy.

“We’re the only members of the Gryffindor Quidditch team. Do you think they’ll have the Cup this year? How do they choose captains?” At the look on Ron’s face, Harry was dragged back into the memory of their first year, with Ron standing before the Mirror of Erised. Ron Weasley would never make Head Boy, but if Harry could grant just one of his best friends hearts desires, he’d ignore the pang in his stomach as he did so.

“Well, there’s either a nomination of the team mates, that would be you and me, or Professor McGonnogall choses one of us.” Harry watched Ron carefully as he spoke the rest of what he had to say. “And if it comes to a nomination I’d nominate you mate. And if McGonnogall chooses me over you, I’ll quit the team.” Ron looked at Harry blankly, until what he’d said sank in. Ron’s eyes grew wide, he became slack jawed and looked out the window. It was a long time until Ron spoke. He’d seen how serious Harry had been, and the hope in his stomach was almost painful. It made his voice tight, and a little less friendly than he meant it to be.

“You don’t have to take charity on me Harry, feel sorry for me.” Hermione gasped and Ginny glared, but both stayed quiet, looking warily between the two boys. Harry’s jaw clenched.

“Don’t be a git Ron. First, Quidditch is a strategic game, and you have the exact right brain for it. Compare your chess game with mine. Secondly, I didn’t know anything at all about Quidditch until I was 11. You grew up following it as your sport. That makes you 11 years more knowledgable than me. Thirdly, I have a Dark Lord to kill, and you know, worlds to save. That’s enough responisibility for me thanks.” The quick grin, so like Sirius’s and the wink he sent Ron took all bitterness and anger that may have been in his last sentence. Before Ron could open his mouth to speak, Harry was talking again. “And Ron, I grew up with the Dursley’s. I’ve spent every summer at your house, or near your house, since we were twelve. I have absolutely no reason to feel sorry for you. In fact, until last summer, I was jealous of you.”

“You, jealous… of me?!?!” Hermione rolled her eyes at the disbelieving tone in Ron’s voice and Harry had to wonder if Ron still thought of him sometimes as the Boy Who Lived. Or maybe the Boy Who Inherited A Fortune When His Parents Were Brutally Murdered.

“Yes Ron. Don’t you get it? Your family are worth more than all the gold in Gringotts. You’re rich in ways I could never even imagine. You know, without question, that your parents love and support you. I never had that. Until the end of the Triwizard Tournament, when your mum gave me that cuddle.” Harry looked away at that, and there was an awkward silence. Hermione announced that they should get changed into their robes and everyone jumped out, glad to be released from the tension. Harry hadn’t meant to bring up the fact that Ron hated being poor, which is what he’d basically done. It wasn’t something any of them talked about openly, because it made them all rather embarrassed. Hermione’s parents were relatively wealthy too. The four of them made their way off the train and into the horseless carriages once they’d arrived in Hogsmeade. Typically, it was raining and Harry tried very hard to keep his eye on a certain blonde Slytherin before Hermione pushed him along. The sorting seemed to take forever and as soon as the food appeared on the tables of the Great Hall, the noise of a thousand students reaching for food and piling it on their plates was tremendous. The delicious meal, the regular conversation with Nearly Headless Nick, and the pure pleasure of being back at school distracted Harry from thinking about the fact that Dumbledore had not stood and made a speech.

The fact that Dumbledore hadn’t made a speech hit Harry at breakfast the next day, when the Hogwarts headmaster stood and clapped his hands for silence.

“As you are all aware, during the summer holidays we lost a very dear colleague, friend and professor.” Harry refused to look over at the Slytherin table. He was sure that at least Malfoy and Pansy Parkinson were smirking delightedly at the news of Hagrid’s death, and he didn’t want to get a detention on the first day back by approaching them and banging their heads together. “Rubeus Hagrid was on a special mission for me, in our own fight against the rising of Voldemort. Now that the Ministry has recognised his return, their will be no need for special missions to be carried out by the staff of this school.” Harry felt his hands grip the table edge so hard he lost the feeling in his fingers. If only Fudge hadn’t have been so blind… “However, the staff and I feel the need for normalcy, fun and unity in what will prove to be very dark times. It is our belief that Voldemort has regained his full strength.” There were gasps and muffled voices as the students digested this information. Harry wondered briefly if it was wise of Dumbledore to make the announcement at all. What the headmaster said next, however, sent a chill throughout the Great Hall. “It is, in fact, our belief that he is stronger than ever before. I have told you this before, and I will say it again. We are only as strong as we are united. Let us be united through our studies, through the Quidditch cup, and through reinstalling Hogsmeade weekends. As much as this is for your own peace of mind, it will also show Voldemort that we will not be stopped in enjoying the simple things in life, that he is not to slow us down.” Applause could be heard, but it was scattered. As Harry looked around the student body, he realised that most of his fellow students were having serious trouble grasping what it was Dumbledore had just said. He would have found some of the facial expressions comical had it not been such a horrible situation. 

“Secondly, I would like to introduce the new Care of Magical Creatures Professor, Professor Grubbly-Plank.” Again, scattered applause, most loudly from the Slytherin table. “Thirdly, I am aware that every house Quidditch team have lost players to graduation, and will need to hold tryouts to replace them. The heads of House will be discussing the tryout process and booking the Quidditch pitch on your behalf. Class this morning will not start until 10:30, as I have held up your breakfast. Thank you.” As Dumbledore sat, Professor McGonnogall stood and approached the Gryffindor table, headed directly for Harry and Ron, a stern expression upon her face. Harry was just wondering what he and Ron could have possibly have done, when McGonnogall opened her mouth to speak.

“Mr. Potter, Mr. Weasley. I am aware that the Gryffindor Quidditch team is in need of a captain. I am also aware of the fact that you two are the only remaining team members. Under normal circumstances, the Quidditch team elects a captain through a voting system. However, I have decided that since you two would vote for the other, I would chose which of you would have the honour of representing Gryffindor house. Congratulations, Mr. Weasley.” Harry felt the lead feeling that had been sitting in his stomach disappear, and he laughed aloud at Ron spilling his pumpkin juice all over the table and opening and closing his mouth like a goldfish a few times before he could croak out his questions.

“But, Professor… Harry’s been on the team longer…. He has more right.”

“That may be so, Mr Weasley, but it was not Potter who beat my chess board at the age of 11. You have the brain for it, and I will not accept no for an answer.” Harry could have sworn a ghost of a smile spread across the strict professors face shortly before she said “Especially when I can see the expression on your face. It would be a shame to lose the best captain we’ve seen since Charles Weasley, to pride, now wouldn’t it?” Ron blushed bright red at the mention of his older brother. And then blushed even more, if it were possible, when Hermione leant over and kissed him on the lips with a loud smack. The entire house had seen it, as they had been watching with silent intensity since they’d realised McGonnogall was choosing their Quidditch captain, and Hermione, usually so reserved in public, didn’t seem to mind a bit. Harry reached over to take Rons hand and give it a strong shake of congratulations, and soon Gryffindors were lining up to congratulate him. Ron started enjoying it after the shock wore off, and Harry was more than happy to disappear in Ron’s shadow for a change.

Harry waited at the end of double Potions, the last lesson on Fridays. He had been stewing on what to say to Professor Snape since Hagrid’s funeral. Ron and he had decided that it would be best if Harry said whatever he had to say in one sentence and get out of the dungeons as quick as he could. He took as long as he could to clean out his couldron and only realised he’d taken too much time when Snape cleared his throat sharply from behind Harry.

“Surely, Potter, you cannot be so slow that you need 15 minutes to pack up your things after the last lesson on Friday.” Harry took a deep breath, searched for his patience and decided that bluntness and honesty were the best way to go.

“No, sir, I don’t. I wanted to talk to you, actually.” Harry squirmed a little when Snape only raised an eyebrow. He should have known this wouldn’t be easy, that Snape would deliberately make sure it wasn’t easy. Harry cleared his throat and tramped on his anger.

“I wanted to tell you I was sorry for your loss, too.”

“Excuse me?” There was no anger in the Potion masters, only surprised confusion.

“I wanted to give you my condolences. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything at Hagrid’s funeral, you took me by surprise.”

“Did I now? Very well, you can go.” Harry nodded curtly, kicking himself all the way out of the dungeon for expecting Snape to say thank you. Ron was waiting for him outside the dungeon, and looked very confused when Harry came storming out of their classroom. He went to say something, but Harry shook his head and continued up to the Great Hall for dinner. They didn’t speak until they were seated next to Ginny and Harry asked where Hermione was. Ron took a great swallow, having just stuffed an impossible amount of food in his mouth, before answering.

“She’s up at the Library, reading the book. Said we should save her some dinner.” Harry nodded his understanding. Hermione had asked him before classes on Monday if she could borrow the Order of the Phoenix book his mother had written for him, and he’d given it to her gladly even though he hadn’t had a chance to look at it properly since Hermione had found it in his trunk on his birthday. There was something about that book that made Harry not want to read it. 

Later that night, Ron, Hermione and Harry could be found pouring over books in the Gryffindor common room. Harry was just finishing off his Transfiguration essay when Hermione let out a shocked gasp and dropped the book she was reading. Harry didn’t dare look up, but his eyes fell on the book Hermione had dropped on the table and he noticed with relief that it wasn’t the book written by his mum.

“What is it Hermione?” 

“Nothing.” She’d said it too quickly, and shared a very meaningful look with Ron. Harry was reminded strongly of the day in their fourth year, when something awful had been written in the Daily Prophet and Ron and Hermione had tried to hide it from him.

“Hermione, if it’s about me, I want to know, I have a right to know.” Hermione let out a sigh and nodded.

“Fine. But don’t say I didn’t try to warn you. It says here that the Order of the Phoenix was founded, by Lily and James Potter, specifically to fight Voldemort and his followers.” Ron interrupted her.

“I thought you said there was only one page on the Order in the Library.” His voice was accusatory and, Harry was embarrassed to realise, more than a little hurt.

“There was Ron. But I hadn’t had a chance to look in the Restricted Section then. The book that Mrs Potter wrote had several references in it, books we should be reading.” Harry was losing his patience. Not only had Hermione said “Mrs Potter” like she was personally aquainted with his dead mother, but she was stalling and taking forever to make her point. 

“Hermione, what made you drop that book.” Harry had all that through his teeth.

“Well, there was a part of that book that says only the leader of the Order of the Phoenix could kill Voldemort, because he or she will be the Heir of Gryffindor.” Harry sat back in his seat and tried to absorb this extra information. The look on Hermione’s face told Harry that there was more.

“What aren’t you telling me?” His voice was quiet and definite. Hermione sighed.

“There is something you should know Harry. You have to beat Voldemort.” Harry gave a sigh of his own.

“I realise that already Hermione.”

“No, you don’t. Your parents failed, but that was ok. They had you to carry on. If you fail Harry, Voldemort will rule forever. Only the Heir of Gryffindor can beat him, don’t you see? Harry, you don’t have any children, you’re the last of the line. If you fail, Harry, we all lose.” Ron filled the silence.

“But you won’t be alone mate. We can beat him, we’re united. Think about the power within the Order. And then there’s us four, I’m pretty sure we’re important.”

“Does Dumbeldore know?”

“Pardon Harry?” Hermione looked sincerely puzzled at his question.

“You said you got them out of my Mum’s book, which only I could read until I wrote your permission in their. Does Dumbledore know that if I fail, our world dies?” It was too much to truly take in and Harry noticed his gaze drifting subconciously to a small red headed figure sitting and reading quietly on the couch before the fire.

The next day saw Ron and Harry conducting Quidditch tryouts. Ron had told Harry that morning that he was “nervous as all hell” and that it would be a decision made by both of them who made the team and who didn’t. Both boys expressed amazement at the amount of people who turned up. It seemed the whole of Gryffindor house was there, to either watch or try for a spot on the team. Harry was almost desparate to get back on his broom again, he hadn’t played a real game of Quidditch for two years. 

Ron was watching some seventh years trying out for the Beater position. He was concentrating hard and had to admit they were terrible, both of them. Flinching and swerving every time a bludger came near them. The seventh years who had tried out for the chaser position were awful too, and both boys sincerely hoped that the people trying out from their year and the year below were a big improvement. Harry doubted it as he looked around the crowd. From their year there was just Neville and Seamus. From Ginny’s year there was Ginny as well as Colin and Dennis Creevey. Ginny was the only one who Harry thought would make the team. He was in for a big surprise.

Ron blew his whistle and called for the seventh years to come down.

“Thank you, Harry and I will be posting the new team members on the notice board tonight or tomorrow.” He turned towards his sister, who was standing with the Creevey’s, Neville and Seamus. His manner was very business like and he looked at the group with stern concentration. “Weasley, Creevey and Creevey, Chasers. Mount your brooms. Longbottom, Finnigan, let’s see how you go as Beaters. Harry, we’re up in the air for this one.” Harry nodded and mounted his broom, kicked off the ground and relived the joy of flying. It was almost like his very first flying lesson all over again, with the absence of Malfoy smirking as he tried to outdo Harry. He flew straight up, high above the pitch, only to dive straight back down again, pelting towards the ground. He allowed himself a smile as the gathered Gryffindors gave a collective gasp. He pulled out of the dive just inches before he smashed into the ground and was making a climb back over the stadium when he heard Ron’s voice.

“Harry, I need you to watch!” There was no anger in his best friends voice, just delighted excitement. It didn’t take long for Harry to find out why.

Ginny, Dennis and Colin were all small and quick on their brooms. All three of them had the perfect build for the seeker position, which could have worked against them had they not been so quick. The fact that the three of them were all very good friends worked in favour for the Gryffindor team as well. A certain amount of trust and sixth sense usually had to be built between the chasers on a Quidditch team, to the point where they knew where each other were almost without looking. Ginny and the Creevey brothers had obviously built that trust between them over 4 and 5 years of friendship. 

But the surprise, the big surprise, was that Neville, who was good at nothing but Herbology, and had failed his first flying lesson brilliantly, was a fantastic beater. It seemed also, that 6 years of sharing a dorm had heightened Neville and Seamus’ communication levels. They worked as one unit, and their aim was impeccable. Ron was almost bouncing off his broom with excitement. He blew his whistle again and called all five back on the ground. He turned to the third and fourth years and held nothing back. Harry would have made a move to stop him, had he not seen the way the five new Gryffindor team mates had played.

“Right you lot, unless you’re blind you’ll know that the team has been chosen. Better luck next time.” Either Ron didn’t notice, or didn’t care that he had just made himself enemy number one in the eyes of the fourth and third years. He was too impressed with his sister, she’d been brilliant. It seemed the five new team members hadn’t yet grasped the fact that they’d made the team, until Ron wrapped his arms around Ginny’s waist, spun her around and dropped her back on the ground.

“First practice ist at 7am Tuesday.”

The first few weeks of term flew by, and before anyone was ready, the first Quidditch match of the season had Hogwarts in its grip. Slytherin Vs. Ravenclaw, which meant three houses were united against one. Harry and Ron had been training the new members of the Gryffindor Quidditch team hard, when they got the chance to use the pitch. Hermione nearly always attended the training sessions, Order of the Phoenix book in hand. It was the night before the first match that Hermione suggested they go and see Dumbledore. Her research had become intense, and her eyes were shining with hidden knowledge. Both boys knew she’d discovered something important. They were making there way to the headmasters office when they ran into Ginny. She was flushed in the face and her fists were clenched. Harry wondered who had bothered her and was about to ask when Hermione said;

“Oh, brilliant Ginny. We’re just on our way to Dumbledore and you should be there too. C’mon!” Hermione and Ron walked ahead and Harry matched his steps to Ginny’s lagging ones.

“What happened Ginny?” She started a bit and moved closer to the wall, away from Harry.

“Nothing.” Harry felt his anger boiling, which wasn’t proving difficult at all this year. 

“Ginny, if you don’t want to talk about it, then say that. Friends don’t lie, and it’s obvious, very obvious, that someone or something has made you angry. I’m not going to make you talk about it, but don’t lie to me again.” He made to walk off and catch up with Hermione and Ron when he felt her hand on his arm.

“I’m sorry, Harry. I do want to talk about it. But not with you, not now, ok?” When Harry just continued to look at her, Ginny let out a sigh.

“I should have known you wouldn’t let me off that easily.” Neither of them seemed to notice that they’d stopped walking. “Before I tell you, you have to promise not to say anything about it to anyone, especially Ron and the other person involved, ok?”

“No, but I’ll promise to try, how’s that?” Ginny allowed herself a small smile.

“Ok, good enough to me. It’s Dean.”

“Thomas?”

“Yeah. He, well, he asked me to the first Hogsmeade weekend.”

“And that made you angry?”

“No, that bit was fine. It was what happened after I said no.” Harry refused to believe that his heart felt 100 times lighter at the end of her sentence. “He, he grabbed my shoulders and tried to kiss me. And when I kicked him in the shin, he said he didn’t understand why I spent all this time waiting for someone who didn’t want me anyway.” Ginny, who was reliving her surprise at having normal, kind Dean Thomas trying to kiss her, didn’t notice that Harry was fuming.

“I thought he and Lavender were engaged?” Nor did she notice that he was speaking with a clenched jaw. Ginny gave a harsh laugh.

“They were. Lavender broke it off when Dean refused to choose his dress robes. There was a huge row, I can’t believe you missed it.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve been occupied. Look, Ginny I’ve got to go to the toilet. I’m sorry that Dean was such a git, but don’t let him get to you alright? I’ll see you at Dumbledore’s office.” Ginny watched him go. What she didn’t know was that Harry Potter had absolutely no intention of going to the toilet. He was making his way to Gryffindor Tower, and he was furious.

Harry fed on his anger all the way up to the portrait of the Fat Lady, and ignored her comment about someone having their knickers in a knot as he ground out the password and entered the common room. Thankfully, it was relatively empty, but Harry couldn’t see Dean any where as he scanned the room. He stormed up the stairs and burst through the sixth year boys dormitory door. Seamus and Neville had been downstairs, talking Beater tactics. Ron was on his way to Dumbledore’s office. The shadow in the corner of the room could only be Thomas. Harry approached him and tapped him on the shoulder. Dean spun around and had just opened his mouth to say something when Harry drew his arm back and smacked his fist into Dean’s jaw. He heard the satisfying crunch of knuckle on jaw, watched with something akin to glee as Dean’s head snapped back at the impact. Harry turned on his heel with a final nod and exited the dormitory. He had relieved some of his anger and was feeling almost calm as he made his way, once again, out of Gryffindor Tower. As he walked to Dumbledore’s office, he was concentrating on the pain in his knuckles and didn’t hear footsteps following quickly behind him. He spun around quickly with surprise when he heard Dean’s voice.

“Oi, Potter!”

“What Thomas, didn’t you get the message?” Dean had caught up to Harry now and the boys were standing nose to nose.

“What the booldy hell were you thinking back there??”

“You wanna know what I was thinking? Fine, I’ll tell you then. I was thinking that I’d like nothing more than to wrap my hands around your neck and strangle you for what you did and said to Ginny Weasley.”

“Ginny? What? You two aren’t going out anymore.” The look of sincere confusion on Dean’s face almost made him laugh. Almost.

“Dean, she’s Ron’s little sister and a very good friend of mine. You’re going to have to find someone else to make your ex jealous with, Ginny’s off limits, understood? And furthermore-“ Harry was on a roll now, there was no anger anymore. “- The next time you decide to bring me up in a conversation, make sure you get your facts straight first.” And Harry continued on his way. He’d kept his promise to Ginny, he hadn’t approached Dean to actually say anything at all. It was with a smug smile that Harry gave the password to Dumbledore’s office and made his way upstairs.

As he entered, he realised the atmosphere was very tense. He didn’t notice Ginny, who’s eyes were glancing between his knuckles, the door and his face until a look of comprehension dawned on her face.

“Sorry I’m late sir.” Harry said to Dumbledore, respectively.

“That’s quite alright Harry, Miss Weasley explained you had things to do.” Harry tried to ignore the guilt in his stomach as he shot Ginny a look. Before he could notice her clenched jaw and fists, however, Hermione started to explain what they were all there for. She quickly explained what she had told Harry and Ron, and though Dumbledore had not known the full extent of what could only be called Harry’s fate, he showed no shock, surprise or dismay. He simply nodded and waited for Hermione to continue.

“When we were opening the trunk on Harry’s birthday, Sirius mentioned that Mrs Potter had been studying wandless magic extensively. Also, a book that Mrs Potter had written on the Order of the Phoenix said that Sensibility should look at other continents for the answer we would be looking for. The magic used in America, by the witches there, is often wandless. Old magic, or young, depending on the definition. They use the elements of nature, Earth, Wind, Fire, Water, to channel their powers. It was quite fascinating to read about actually.” Hermione looked around her, as if aware, for the first time, that all four people in the room were hanging on her every word. She stopped now and looked to Dumbledore, as if seeking his permission to continue. He gave it by a careful movement of his hand. Hermione took a deep breath and said;

“I believe it was you, Professor, who said that Mrs Potter had been very good at Divination. I, personally, don’t believe in Divination. However, I’ve almost got all the pieces of the puzzle that we’ve been working on for four months, and the picture looks like this. Mrs Potter, knowing that Harry’s wand would not work against Voldemort, deliberately pointed my research towards wandless magic. Harry’s mum also knew that she would die, that Harry would have to be the one to kill Voldemort because he was the Heir of Gryffindor. She did as much as she could in her life to ensure that Harry survived after her death. Through my research I’ve discovered something extraordinary.” Harry wished Hermione would hurry up. It was late, and there was a Quidditch game tomorrow. He knew though, that Hermione would never take so long if everything she’d just said wasn’t as vital as whatever extraordinary thing she’s discovered.

“I’ve discovered that Mrs Potter intended the Four Elements of the Order to represent the Four Elements of Nature.” Harry was surprised to hear Ginny’s voice when she spoke through the silence that Hermione had deliberately left. 

“What does that mean Hermione? You have to give it to us straight, we haven’t read the books.”

“It means, Ginny, that you are Earth, Harry is Fire, Ron is Wind and I am Water. The only way to beat Voldemort is to work as one. What, exactly, that all means I don’t know yet.” Hermione slumped down into a chair and looked expectantly at Dumbledore.

“A lot of what you have said here tonight, Miss Granger, is new to me. You have done tremendously. I must ask you, however, not to let your grades drop any further in favour of studying what you have learned from Lily. I hope all four of you will have patience while I add my efforts to the research of wandless magic and American witches. On that note, I believe it is late enough, and the Quidditch game tomorrow will have you all up early. I wish you a good night.” The four of them had been dismissed. As they made their way back to Gryffindor, Ron grabbed Hermione by the wrist, excused them both and pulled her angrily into a nearby classroom. As the door shut behind them, Ron’s voice could be heard, asking Hermione what the hell Dumbledore had meant by dropping grades.

Harry realised with a jolt that he was alone with Ginny. For the first time since he’d punched Dean. It was then that he realised she was walking stiffly, her cheeks were flushed and she was glaring straight ahead. 

“Err, Ginny?”

“I’m not talking to you Harry Potter.” Her voice was cold and hard and hurtful. She didn’t give him time to respond, just walked quickly ahead, intending to leave him in her wake. She was in for a surprise. Harry was quickly at her side, matching her step for furious step.

“And why not?”

“If you don’t know, I’m not going to tell you.”

“Well I don’t know, so you’re going to have to tell me.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“NO!” She’d practically shouted it, and the one short word echoed down the empty corridor. Both Harry and Ginny stopped mid stride and Ginny crossed her arms across her chest.

“I didn’t break my promise.” Harry had said it quietly, and the tone in his voice made Ginny look closely at his face.

“What did you do then? Because I know you didn’t go to the toilet.” 

“I didn’t say anything to Dean. You asked me not to. And I obviously didn’t say anything to Ron.”

“But you did something Harry, I know you did.”

“I punched him.” Harry had muttered it quietly, so quietly that Ginny hadn’t heard it.

“Pardon?”

“I- I hit him.”

“You did WHAT?!”

“Ginny, wait. Before you get angry, let me explain.”

“No! Are you 12? Why did you think hitting Dean would change anything?? Help anything at all??” When Ginny put it like that, it did seem like a very stupid thing to do.

“Well, I couldn’t talk to him, because I’d promised you I wouldn’t, so I hit him.” Harry said lamely.

“Hit who?” Neither Harry nor Ginny had heard Ron and Hermione approach them down the corridor. At the sound of Ron’s voice both of them spun around and Ginny gave a sigh of resignation.

“It’s better you don’t ask Ron, Harry’s idea of keeping a promise is to smack his fist into someone’s face.” Her voice was full of condemnation as she spun on her heel and walked quickly back to Gryffindor tower, alone.

The first Hogsmeade weekend dawned bright and clear, and crisp. Harry, Ron and Hermione made their way out of the Great Hall shortly after breakfast, Ginny was no where to be seen. She still wasn’t talking to Harry, and he’d decided, after a talk with Ron, not to apologise for doing her a favour. Ron had stopped talking to him for a while after the Ravenclaw Slytherin game, as Harry wouldn’t tell Ron why he’d hit Dean Thomas. Ginny had eventually told him what Dean had done and Ron had clapped Harry on the back, said “well done” and everything was back on track. 

“Let’s go straight to Zonko’s. I wanna see Fred and George’s flat.” Hermione rolled her eyes at that, but kept any comments to herself.

“Yeah Ron, sounds good.” Said Harry. Ten minutes later, they were walking up the stairs behind Fred at the back of the Hogsmeade joke shop. As soon as Harry walked in, he knew they’d enlarged it, magically. From outside, the flat looked like it couldn’t be much more than a living room and kitchenette. However, from the looks of things, two bedrooms, a bathroom with spa, a dining room, huge living area and another room, with a sign on the door that read “Exploding Stuff – Enter with Caution and/or Helmet”, had been crammed into the seemingly small space. 

Harry was very happy to see that, although some of the furniture had the “Burrow” look to it, the twins were obviously doing very well for themselves. There were expensive looking, dark coloured rugs on the wooden floors. Family photos in sterling silver frames. Harry was surprised to see himself in a picture of all the Weasleys, before he remembered that it had been taken the Christmas earlier, before Percy had insulted Harry and been kicked out of his family home. It still gave him a warm feeling that he was so easlily included into everything the Weasley’s did. They’d only been there about 15 minutes, and were hesitantly eating the biscuits George had served up, when Mrs Weasley arrived, Ginny in toe.

“Oh good, you’re all here. I’m trying to organise Christmas again this year. Bill and Charlie will be home! I just received an owl from them both today.”  Before she’d finished her sentence, however, Professor McGonnogall’s head appeared in the fire.

“Molly, Weasley’s, please come up to the school immediately. Something terrible has happened.” Her eyes scanned the room from behind her glasses, until they fell upon Harry and Hermione. “You two should come as well.” And before anyone could ask any questions, the head was gone.

The rush back up to Hogwarts was hectic and full of fear. Fred and George were pale, and for once didn’t try to lighten the mood. Ginny was storming along with tears pouring down her cheeks, Ron was leaning on both Harry and Hermione for support and Mrs Weasley, so stable and strong, was sobbing all the way up the path. The only thing any of them could think of was Mr Weasley. Something had happened to Mr Weasley, they were sure of it. They were mistaken.

The trip up to Dumbledore’s office seemed to have taken forever, even following in Professor McGonnogalls brisk footsteps. Harry felt his shoes had been filled with lead bricks, and it had nothing to with the fact that Ron was leaning heavily against him. It was with a collective sigh of relief that the group greeted Arthur Weasley, who was standing red eyed and weary in Dumbledore’s office. 

“What is it Arthur? Is it one of the boys? What’s happened?”

“Please Molly, sit down. The boys are fine. But something has happened.” Mrs Weasley looked searchingly at her husband’s face before taking a seat, her gaze now switching from Mr Weasley to Dumbledore and back again. There was a moments silence as everyone looked to Mr Weasley, waiting for an explanation. It wasn’t long before he spoke.

“It’s the Burrow, Molly. It’s been destroyed.” Mrs Weasley let out a choked sob and

waited for her husband to continue. When he didn’t, or couldn’t, she turned her attention to the headmaster.

“Albus, is there anything left? Do we know who’s done this?”

“I’m afraid not Molly. Everything that was your home has been destroyed. Arthur arrived just minutes after it happened, he wanted to surprise you by coming home for lunch.”

“Oh, and I thought I’d pop in on the twins, because it was a Hogsmeade weekend and wanted to see all the children at once. I wasn’t going to go. Oh Arthur! What if you’d gotten there earlier?” Harry watched with dismay as Mrs Weasley imagined the death of her husband. All the emotions played across her face, grief, anger, hatred and then her face went grey, and she passed out on the office floor.

The Weasley’s had surrounded Mrs Weasley before she hit the floor. Harry and Hermione were forgotten, it seemed everything was forgotten as Mr Weasley fell to his knees beside his wife and placed her head in his lap. Before Harry had a chance to speak, Madame Pomfrey had been summoned and was entering Dumbledore’s office. She cleared the way quickly, and had a small vile of something under Mrs Weasley’s nose in the blink of an eye. Harry watched with relief as Mrs Weasley sat up slowly and carefully. She was unnaturally pale as she made her way back up to the chair she had fallen off just minutes before. For Harry, they had been the longest few minutes he’d experienced. 
“I’m sorry.” Said Mrs Weasley shakily. “Do we know who’s done this?” 
It seemed passing out hadn’t dimmed her memory one bit. It was Dumbledore who answered her. It seemed Mr Weasley had lost the ability to speak altogether. 
“The only thing we know, Molly, is that whoever is responsible, was trying to use you to hurt Harry.” 
Harry sucked in a sharp breath. It felt like it was stabbing him all the way down to his lungs. It couldn’t be his fault. Not the Burrow. Before he’d been able to take in any more information, he found himself looking into the face of Mrs Weasley, who was crouched before him, her hands on his knees, looking kindly into his face. 
“I know what you’re thinking Harry, it’s written all over your face. Whoever did this was evil, and so far apart from what you are that it couldn’t have possibly had anything to do with you. I’m honoured at the thought, that hurting me would hurt you Harry. I just wanted you to know.” 
Harry put his hands on hers as she moved to get up and go back to her chair. She looked at him again and opened her arms. Harry moved into them without thought. He’d do anything to help the Weasley’s, and this Weasley particularly. Mrs Weasley held him for what seemed like a long time. It was odd, he’d not known what to do for them, but being here, included and comforted, told him all he needed to know and answered all his questions. He addressed his first question to Dumbledore. 
“How do we know they did this to hurt me, sir?” 
Dumbledore gave a small nod before he spoke. 
“A note was left among the rubble. It made it clear they knew Molly would be home, and that the attack was aimed at Harry.”  

Mr Weasley spoke next, his voice gruff and husky. 
“Molly, who did you speak to about wanting to stay home today.” 
“Oh Arthur, I don’t expect it would surprise anyone that I was staying home on a Saturday.” 
“A very good point Molly.” Dumbeldore said kindly. “Who knew you were home alone, that Arthur had been called into work for the day?” 
“Why Albus, anyone at the Ministry!” 
Harry got the impression that Mrs Weasley did not want to suspect anyone she knew. 
“Very well Molly, I’ll word this another way. Who knew you would be staying home and that you were planning on doing ‘a bit of baking and knitting in time for Christmas’?” 
Whatever colour had returned to Mrs Weasley face drained quickly at the words she had obviously spoken earlier that day. 
“How did they-? Who could have possibly-?” 
And then it hit her, and Mrs Weasley’s facial expression went from shocked puzzlement to one of burning fury.

“Ludo Bagman.” 
“Molly!” 
Mr Weasley was on his feet so fast, Harry would have sworn he’d apparated. 
“Ludo Bagman!? Are you sure?” 
Harry had met Ludo Bagman for the first time at the World Cup match between Ireland and Bulgaria in the summer after his third year. He had then sat on the panel of judges for the Triwizard Tournament and had betted against the Goblins and gotten himself into a lot of trouble. It had been Bagman, who had arranged the tickets Harry had given Ron to the game last year, when Voldemort had taken Ron in what was to be the longest week in Harry and Hermione’s lives. Harry, too, shot to his feet. 
“It was Bagman who arranged for me to get tickets to the Quidditch match last year.” 
Harry had said it quietly, and the silence that followed made Harry’s stomach squirm. Bagman had been in trouble previously, for passing information to a Death Eater by the name of Rockwood. He had been let off, he had pleaded ignorant, and now, it seemed, he was attacking the Weasley’s at random intervals, and working behind their backs for Voldemort. 
“I can’t believe it.” Mr Weasley said. “Not Ludo!” 
“I’m sure Arthur. He called this morning, asking to talk to you. At first I thought that was a bit strange, as you’d been gone nearly an hour, and you had said that it was Bagman who called you in. When I said that, he said of course and then asked me what I had planned for the day. I said to him – “ 
Mrs Weasley had said all of this in a rush, but now it looked as though her voice was failing her. She took a deep breath and composed herself as best she could. 
“I told him exactly what Albus just said to me. That I’d be baking and knitting. I said it to no one else, as I’d only just decided to do that myself, and changed my mind shortly after Ludo’s head was gone from the fire. Oh Arthur! How could he?!” 
“I don’t know Molly, but we’lll get him. In the meantime, Albus has said we could stay here until we’ve worked out the details of rebuilding the house.” 
Harry watched as Ginny and Ron shared a look and allowed himself a smile. If they could still look scared at the thought of their parents being at school with them, then things couldn’t possibly be so bad, could it? 
“I won’t have it.” A new voice said from the door way. “Our house stands empty all year, and you want to stay here at school?” 
Harry looked up to see his godfather, leaning casually against the door way. 
“Sirius, oh!” 
And Mrs Weasley rushed to give him a hug too. Sirius gave Harry a wry look over the red headed woman’s shoulder. Harry shrugged and turned to look around the room. Fred and George were looking mischievous once more, but Ginny was standing stock still between them, holding both their hands and looking like a deer caught in Muggle headlights.

Sirius seemed to notice Ginny, too, because he sent Madam Pomfrey a meaningful look over Mrs Weasley’s shoulder. The matron pulled Ginny gently to a chair and started to look her over. Harry was really starting to worry, until he could hear her murmuring quietly to herself.

“All those photos, our baby clothes, the clock.” As Ginny went through a list of all the things she’d never see again, silent tears poured down her cheeks. She was in shock and distraught, but she wasn’t sick. Harry felt a weight lift off his shoulders. Sirius was now shaking Mr Weasley’s hand, and looking embarrassed as Mr and Mrs Weasley thanked him profusely for his kidness. It got to the point where Sirius had to point out that they’d done the same thing for Harry, every summer since he and Ron had met on the Hogwarts Express, and that it was just payback for all their kidness. It was now their turn to look embarrassed and modest and Harry allowed himself a small smile. It didn’t take long for word to get around that the Burrow had been destroyed. People Harry had never seen before were now being guided into Dumbledore’s office by either Professor McGonnogall or Flitwick. By dinner that night, Harry himself was exhausted. Mr and Mrs Weasley were on their way to his house. It made him feel good to know that his house was giving the Weasley’s what the Burrow had given him. But he wanted to do more, and that was why he’d asked to speak to Dumbledore and Sirius privately that night. The plan was that Sirius would approach him and ask to see him after dinner. Ron and Hermione never offered to come with him to see Sirius, because he visited him so often. Nor would they ask questions, as they would if he was to see Dumbledore.

Dinner was strained to say the least. None of them felt like talking, and a lot of the Gryffindors, as well as some people from the other school houses, even some younger Slytherins, approached Ron and Ginny to give their condolences. Which made both Weasley’s not only more depressed, but also uncomfortable. Finally, just when Harry was dying to say something, anything, that would make Ron eat and Ginny smile, his godfather approached him.

“Have you got a minute Harry?”

“Oh. I kinda wanted to stay here, you know, with Ron and Ginny.”

The sounds of their names brought both heads up a bit, and as Harry had counted on, Ron demanded that he go, and that he wasn’t to miss out on a visit with Snuffles because they were moping. Sirius thanked Ron and put his hand on Harry’s shoulder as they walked out of the Great Hall. Part of the plan counted on almost every pair of eyes being on Harry Potter and Sirius Black, two of the most famous wizards in their community, that none of them would notice the absence of their headmaster from the Head Table.

“And you’re sure you want to do this Harry?”

It was the third time Sirius had asked him that question in the 45 minutes that had passed since he’d finished laying out his plan.

“Yes, Sirius, I’m absolutely certain. As long as I’m safe, as long as my future is safe, then I want to do this.”

“You’re safe Harry, I’ll make sure of it. Albus, there’s something else I’d like to discuss. There’s no easy way to say something as complicated as this, so I’m just going to blurt it out. I would like to be Harry’s Secret Keeper.” Harry jumped to his feet. This was news to him and he wasn’t sure he liked it. It wasn’t his house that had been destroyed, it hadn’t been his most treasured posessions lost for good. He only had a few irreplacable things, the Weasley’s had had a housefull.

“No.” His voice was quieter and less definite than he’d meant it to be. “Don’t think you have to do this, you know, because of my mum and dad.” Harry hadn’t expected the pain that crossed Sirius’ face, and he regretted his words instantly. He looked to his shoes, to the ceiling, anywhere but at his godfather.

“Harry.” The tone of Sirius’ voice portrayed no pain, and Harry finally looked into his face. “I’m not doing this for James, or for Lily. I’m doing this for you. You’re my godson, I swore to keep you safe. And I doubt they’d expect the person you live with to be your Secret Keeper.”

“A very good point Sirius.” Dumbledore’s voice startled Harry. He’d forgotten he and Sirius were not alone. 

“I would also like to appoint the Weasley’s a Secret Keeper. Things have changed over the last 15 years, and we can now protect Molly and Athur and all their children, with just one Secret Keeper. We cannot allow them to be in unnecessary danger, because of their connection to Harry. If you can think of anyone suitable for the job, then let me know.” 

Harry had not heard a lot about the Fidelis Charm, but from what he knew, the location of a person was hidden within another, to the point where Death Eaters could look in a window of the specific location, the people could be in there, and they wouldn’t be seen. The location was the part where Harry was uncertain. If they were to place his location, Hogwarts, into Sirius, did that mean he wouldn’t be able to go home for Christmas, or for summer? Would Hogwarts, his home for so long, become his prison? It was something to keep in his head for later, right now he was tired, and there was still homework to do. He said his goodnights and made his way back up to Gryffindor tower.

Halloween was memorable. And it was a good memory, which Harry thought was perfect. Not only had Gryffindor spetacularly thrashed Hufflepuff in the second game of the Quidditch season, not only had Ginny said yes to going with him to the ball, but today was the day the Weasley’s had discovered almost 30,000 Galleons sitting miraculously in their normally empty vault of Gringotts, the wizarding bank. 15,000 of those had come from Harry himself, and he’d challenged the rest of the Order to collectively match his offer. They had come through spectacularly, with both Sirius and Snape, of all people, giving 5,000 Galleons each. The Weasley’s would never find out who it was, not even Bill could discover their mystery doner, as Dumbledore had ensured that the head Goblin, and the head Goblin alone, handled the transaction personally. And he had signed a contract swearing him to silence. Harry will never forget Ron’s face when he’d opened the letter from his parents. His eyes had opened so wide, Harry thought they’d pop right out onto the table. He then watched as Ron’s eyes scanned the paper at least ten times. He looked first from the paper to his sister and handed it over the table into her shaking hands. Harry, all the while, was trying to pretend that he didn’t know what had happened.

“What is it Ron?” He’d been practicing the perfect tone for three weeks. Confusion, mixed with worry and a bit of panic. “Has something happened to your parents? Your brothers? Ron, what?” Through all his practicing, he hadn’t expected Ginny to squeal in excitement, spill pumpkin juice all over the table and Colin Creevey, and look directly at him as if she knew exactly where the money came from. Ron rose abruptly, nodded his head towards Malfoy, sitting alone at the Slytherin table, and left the Great Hall at a brisk pace. 

Ron’s long stride was impossible to keep up with, but Ginny was jogging just a few steps behind and out on to the lawns. Harry and Hermione trailed slightly behind, and Harry was shocked to see tears in her eyes. He was about to ask what she could possibly be crying for, when Ron let out a loud, boisterous whoop and swung Ginny around and around in a circle.

“30,000 Galleons Ginny!!! That’s enough for house and furniture, can you believe this??” Harry was about to approach them, they’d now made it to the lake and Harry and Hermione still hung back, when he felt her  hand on his arm. Ron and Ginny were now doing some kind of bottom wiggle victory dance, and laughing their heads off and didn’t notice either of their friends.

“You’re an amazing friend, Harry Potter.” Hermione’s words stopped him in his tracks. But it seemed she wasn’t finished. “And if you ever, for one second, doubt that you’re no more than that silly Boy Who Lived business, remember this day.” Harry was too stunned to speak. How had she known? He watched her approach Ron, be caught up in a bear hug and kissed soundly on the mouth, before joining in the silly dance by the lake. Watching them, the answer hit him. It was Hermione, and she knew everything.

Ron and Harry sat calmly in the Gryffindor common room, playing chess. Hermione and Ginny had once again given themselves three hours to get ready and were in the prefect bathroom and were currently doing whatever it was girls do before a ball. They’d been gone two hours now and the boys were having one last game of chess before they headed up to their own dormitory.

“Ron?”

“Mmmm?” Ron was concentrating on his next move, marveling at how good Harry had gotten at chess since their first year.

“I’m glad you guys got that money.” Ron grinned and looked up from the chessboard.

“Me too.” There was a slight pause and Ron’s eyes went back to the chessboard. “And if you think I don’t know you had something to do with it, you’re as dumb as you look.” Harry felt the colour rise in his face but before he could say anything, Ron was deftly changing the subject.

“Are you planning on getting back with Ginny tonight?” It took Harry a while to process the question, it was asked casually and Harry didn’t notice the undertone of tension.

“No. We decided to go together because we didn’t want to go with anyone else. Ginny was worried Dean might ask her, but that was before he and Lavender got back together.”

“Oh. Right.” There was another pause, a longer and more awkward one. Ron took a glance around the common room, full of mostly Gryffindor boys. “Has Dumbledore said anything about your animagus?” It was said out the side of his mouth. Harry shook his head.

“Apparently there’s no recorded Animagus Phoenix, so they’re trying to figure out what that means. It doesn’t mean there never was one, I mean, I’m not registered either, am I?”

“Well, that doesn’t mean it never happened now, does it? I mean, it could mean nothing at all. Plus, I wanted to take Hermione for a prowl tonight, you know, around.” Ron’s ears went pick at the mention of breaking school rules with the strictest Prefect in the school. Harry wondered briefly why Ron was sharing this information when he remembered that Ron had promised not to transfigure himself until Harry had gotten the all clear.

“You do that Ron. I might just have something along those lines planned myself. But we better go start getting ready, the girls would kill us if we’re late.”

“And he wants to be your Secret Keeper now?” Harry nodded at Hermione’s question. The four had found a table all to themselves and had just finished the first round of dancing and were now sitting down to eat. Harry still felt tingly and every time Ginny’s leg accidentally brushed his own, he felt like he was going to jump out of his skin.

“Wow!” Said Ron and glanced over to where Sirius was sitting, his head bent towards Dumbledore.

“Yeah, and Dumbledore wants you guys to have one too. Apparently it wouldn’t matter that Bill and Charlie are so far away, one Secret Keeper would do. I bet that’s what they’re discussing right now, Sirius and Dumbledore I mean. They’re trying to think of someone suitable enough.”

“Wow.” Ron said again, obviously awed by the thought of being important enough to need the Fidelis Charm performed.

“Hey.” Hermione said now. “Do you guys want to see something cool?”

“Sure.” Said all three of them at once.

Hermione closed her eyes and mumbled something under her breath. As she finished the mumbling, Harry felt a slight breeze tickle against his face, ruffle his hair and blow out the candles on the table.

“Hermione!” Ginny exclaimed. “Did you just do that?” 

Hermione opened her eyes and nodded. Her eyes seemed to have turned a deeper brown and there was a knowing smile on her face. Power seemed to hum from her very skin, but in an entirely different way to Dumbledore.

“Wandless magic, I just stirred the air.”

“Wow.” Ron said again. It seemed dancing had also worn out Ron’s tongue.

“Where-? How-? Hermione! You were supposed to stop studying that so intently.” Harry said.

“I have Harry. My grades are back up. Dumbledore said I had to stop letting them drop, not stop studying your mum’s stuff altogether. It’s easy once you’ve done it the first time, you only have to open up from the inside and the rest comes naturally. Ron, can you pass the salt?” She was looking at him expectantly. He was staring at her as if seeing her for the first time. “Ron?”

“I love you.”

“Good. I love you too. Can I have the salt?”

Harry guessed that over a year of being Ron Weasley’s girlfriend had loosened Hermione up more than Harry knew. For her to casually tell Ron that she loved him, with witnesses present, was a big step. Though, Harry mused, it obviously wasn’t the first time they’d shared their feelings. He was just getting used to the warm feeling this exchange had put in his stomach when an icy cold feeling sunk threw him. He tried to shrug it off, as he laughed at Sirius asking Ginny to dance and making her blush. He tried to shug it off again as he danced a slow song with Ginny and didn’t once have the urge to cuddle with her. In the end, he did the best thing he knew to do and told his headmaster. He didn’t realise, as he sank to his knees on the floor of the Great Hall, that his lips had gone blue and he was shivering.

“Don’t think you’re safe with that Muggle loving fool Potter.” Harry heard Voldemorts high, chilling voice in his head, though he could see the mouths of Ron and Hermione moving, could feel Sirius’ hand on his shoulder and look around the Great Hall.

“What you’re feeling now is nothing compared to what you will feel when I come for you. Do you understand me?” Harry found himself nodding, even though he knew that Voldemort couldn’t possibly see him. He wanted to sick, felt the bile rising in his throat as he looked hopelessly at his two best friends. He still couldn’t hear them, his head was full of a high, chilling, cruel laugh. And then slowly, as if his head was being unwrapped, disjointed voices filled his ears.

“- Wrong with Harry?”

“- Not holding his scar.”

“- Probably just doing it to get attention.” He saw Hermione straighten and face down a seven year Slytherin at that final comment, she didn’t even need to speak.

“I’m ok.” He wasn’t, he could hardly speak and his legs felt like they were filled with lead as he came shakily to his feet. He shook his head slightly as Ron and Hermione came to his side, their hands on his elbows.

“Really, I’m ok. Professor, Voldemort just spoke to me.” Harry was speaking in hushed tones, he didn’t want to go to Dumbledore’s office, he was already forgetting what the Dark Lord had said, but that didn’t mean he wanted the entire school knowing that he could communicate easily with the Darkest wizard of all time. “He said that what I was just feeling was nothing and that I wasn’t safe with you, sir.” Dumbledore peered at him worriedly.

“And you say that you are alright, Harry? What about your scar?”

“Nothing sir. Not even a twinge.”

“Very well, I believe that Voldemort just filled you with dread, by using your mind. Did you feel anything in your stomach, Harry?”

“Yes, sir. I felt like I did when Ron was taken.”

“That confirms it then. I believe it is best for everyone concerned if you carry on with the ball. That is, if you are indeed ok.” 

Harry nodded and made his way back to their table, avoiding everyone’s eye and sinking into his chair. He turned at the feel of a hand on his shoulder and turned to see Ginny looking at him.

“Walk with me?” She had her head tilted to one side and was holding his gaze steadily. It was then that he realised that there was nothing more he wanted than to be away from the noise of the Great Hall.

The Phoenix and the Robin soared, high above the tree tops and the castle turrets. High above the world they knew. They soared across the moon, so bright at this distance it was almost painful to look at. They flew down closer to the ground, swooping the Fox and the Cat, who both snapped at them playfully with their jaws, before flying high again. Phoenix song filled the air, scattering contentment in its wake. The Robin twittled merrily beside the Phoenix, before coming to rest at the highest point of the castle. She felt rested, for the first in months she felt free. She watched the Phoenix soar in circles above her, before coming to rest beside her, wrapping a large wing around her much smaller body and drawing her in to his warmth. Together they surveyed the school grounds, together they watched the Fox and the Cat dance around each other in play.

And the Robin thought together we will destroy Vodemort.
Harry walked Ginny to the girls dormitory stairs.

“Thanks for taking me to the ball tonight, Harry.” Ginny said brightly. Her cheeks were still flushed from their sprint back from the Owlery, where they had landed and transfigured themselves. “I had a lovely time.”

“Me too Ginny, thanks for saying yes.” Harry was struck with the fact that this was there first conversation since she’d broken up with him where he didn’t force himself to smile and laugh. Ginny must have noticed too, because a wide grin split her face as she raised up on her tip toes and kissed his cheek.

“And don’t worry about Voldemort and what happened tonight. We’ll fight him together, all four of us, and we’ll win.” Harry caught a glimpse of fierce determination replacing the joy that had been there when she’d kissed him, before she turned, hiked up her dress robes, and skipped up to her room.

Harry noticed over the next couple of weeks how bad the OWLs were. Ginny was almost as obsessive about school work as Hermione, and she was so stressed that she threatened to quit the Quidditch team. This caused a mighty row between her and Ron and they’d stopped talking to each other right in time for Christmas.

Building at the Burrow was going well, but it wasn’t even close to being finished. With the money the Weasley’s had received, they could now afford to build the house they wanted. Though it wasn’t quite a Manor, Harry had seen the plans Ginny and Ron had been sent and it looked lovely. It was going to be big, and all in one piece. Mr and Mrs Weasley were cutting costs by doing the painting themselves, and their furniture would be sure to match.

Christmas this year would be held at Harry’s house. And it was with the same satisfaction as last year that he passed the list on down the Gryffindor table without signing his name on it. Harry had just sat down to breakfast on the last day of term when Seamus dropped his bomb shell.

“Harry, what’s this about you being the leader of the Order?” Both Harry and Ron spat out their pumpkin juice at the same time, both of them hitting Seamus dead between the eyes. Seamus hardly seemed to notice, he swiped absently at his face with a napkin as he stared intently at his fellow Gryffindor. Harry, Ron and Hermione, in silent agreement, gave forced, disbelieving snorts and tried to look at Seamus like he’d lost his mind. Luckily, before he could say anymore, Hermione spoke up.

“Honestly Seamus, Harry, the leader of a secret organisation designed to hunt and kill Voldemort?” She ignored the shudders around her. “Do you, for one second, believe that Dumbledore would allow that to happen? It’s about as likely as the stuff that Skeeter woman wrote about Harry and me in fourth year.” Seamus was still staring at Harry intently, and Harry, trying his best not to squirm uncomortably, met his gaze steadily.

“Right, well, I guess that’s a good point. It just wouldn’t surprise me, you know? You’ve done some pretty wicked stuff.” Harry wasn’t sure Seamus was paying him a compliment. The three of them scoffed down their breakfast, all feeling oddly uncomfortable, and made their way to Potions. Harry had one question running through his head. Who had leaked anything about the Order?

Potions was going along as per normal when Malfoy struck for the first time since he kidnapped Ginny. 
“Don’t think I don’t know about your little Order, Potter.” 
Malfoy had deliberately chosen the table in front of them at the beginning of class. Snape, who probably would have used the situation to remove points from Gryffindor anyway, was up at the front of the class marking their essays. 
Harry continued cutting his flobberworms into small, neat pieces, determidley ignoring his blonde haired class mate. 
“You and all you Muggle lovers. Not to mention the riff raff sneaked in, disguised as intelligence. Or should I say sense? Much more appropiate, I think.” 
Harry’s knife stopped at Malfoy’s use of Hermione’s Element and he raised his head. Ron’s fist was wapped around his knife, and his knuckles were white. How did Malfoy know anything? How had Seamus found out? A sense of dread filled Harry, he hardly noticed Hermione, who was now placing her flubberworm pieces into her couldron meticulously and he hardly noticed Ron who was glaring at Malfoy and ignoring his flubberworms all together. There was a spy in the Order, or Malfoy had suddenly gotten very clever. Harry very much doubted the latter. Harry felt the distrust and anger build up in him, and as Malfoy placed his arm casually on Harry’s table, and he noticed a tiny speck of black under the sleeve of his robes, the anger festered into hatred. 
“You’ve chosen the wrong side Malfoy.” 
Malfoy gave a short, scornful laugh. 
“Oh, I wouldn’t say that if I were you. I’m not the one who’s going to end up dead.” 
Harry felt the negative emotions, heard Ron’s comment of “oh you think so, do you” before everything went black and Harry felt something reptilian crawl up through his stomach and into his head, setting his scar on fire. He tried to push the pain back, as he had learned to do in his training with Remus last year, but his mind and body were no longer his own. He did not know that his eyes had turned scarlet and that his nose had flattened menacingly. He did not know that when he spoke, his voice was high and chilling and the words coming out of his mouth were not the ones that he was forming in his mind. The voice and words of Lord Voldemort.

Harry looked to Hermione, frantically. All she saw was hatred. 
“Help me Hermione!” 
“How quaint. Asking the help of a mudblood.” 
“Do something Ron!” 

“You will be rewarded for your work, young Malfoy.” 
“Please. I can’t move. I can’t feel my legs!” 
Harry was panicking now, and something must have gotten through to Hermione, because she reached for him, trying to grab hold of his arms. He could see her mouth moving, but could not hear her shouts for him to fight. And as he watched with sickening horror, his best friend was thrown across the room by his arm, and fell to the floor unconcious. 
“Foolish girl!! He cannot hear you. I am feeding on his negative emotions. I bring a message to all of Hogwarts.” 
“Why can’t you hear me screaming? Why aren’t you doing anything?” 
“I will eliminate every single one of you. Darkness will reign, and you will bow to me in fear.” 
“MAKE IT STOP!” 
“You shall all be punished for your false loyalties and stupidity.” Harry’s eyes turned to Hermione and an evil grin spread across his face. “And your parentage.” 
“It’s over, I can’t take this anymore. If I could just fall asleep… and never wake up… it will be over.”

Harry was in the stages of shutting down his mind when he felt the snake like thing that had cawled into him, slither out again and the screams of his class mates filled his head with terror. They watched him warily. He looked around at their faces, full of terror and hurt. He collapsed on his side, clasping his stomach and gasping for breath. Ron was standing over him and Harry could hear him saying. 
“That wasn’t you Harry, it was him! Don’t you pass out, don’t you dare! HARRY! Can you hear me?!” 
Harry nodded and promptly vomited. 
Snape was standing over him, pulling him to his feet when Ginny burst in. Her hair was a mess, she was clasping her stomach and she ignored Snape entirely. 
“Harry!” 
She raced across the room to where he was standing shakily, supported by Ron and Snape. 
“Really, Miss Weasley. You cannot just come bursting into MY classroom-“ 
“Ron, what happened?” 
Ginny seemed to have not realised that the school’s most feared professor was even in the room, let alone standing next to her looking very angry and perplexed. 
“I was sitting in Charms, when I got a fierce pain in my stomach and Harry was screaming for help in my head. He was screaming for you and Hermione, why didn’t you help him?” 
It was then that Ginny’s eyes fell on Hermione’s unconcious, crumpled body. Harry seemed to slump as her eyes went from Hermione to Harry, filled with horror.
Then, as if she had no control over her brain, Ginny’s eyes were drawn to the hand holding Harry’s elbow, the hand that had a ring on the finger, which flared a deep emerald green before the colour died and the ring returned to normal.

“Oh thank goodness! It wasn’t you.” And she was about to hug him, when Snape’s voice roared through the dungeon.

“MISS WEASLEY! If you would be so kind, I have TWO students in need of medical attention. Now is NOT the time for your feminine wiles! MOVE OUT OF MY WAY!” And Ginny seemed to come out of a haze, realising for the first time that she had, not only burst into the classroom unannounced, but also steadily ignored Professor Snape for the last ten minutes.

“I’m sorry sir. I wasn’t in my right mind.” She said it as quietly and respectfully as she could, and to everyone’s surprise, Snape only nodded and moved her gently to the side. He pulled his wand and put Draco Malfoy in a full body bind, conjured up two stretchers and was just about to leave the class room, when Professor Dumbledore and Professor McGonnogall appeared in the doorway. McGonnogall looked on the brink of tears as her eyes passed between the unconcious Hermione and the too pale Harry and then filled with fury as her gaze settled on Draco. Her wand was out before anyone could blink, pointed directly at Malfoy’s head.

“Usually, we are not to curse students.” Her voice was cold, and if Harry had had the energy he would have gasped at the sharpness of it. “But then, you’re a firm believer in being the exception to every rule, are you not, Mr Malfoy?”

“Minerva.” Dumbledore’s voice, though he had given the impression of speaking normally, rang throughout the Dungeon, and the students present knew that their Headmaster would never have to yell to be heard.

“You know that this is not the way. Severus, I believe we should go to my office, Mr Potter included.” Harry wanted to shake his head, no, he didn’t want to talk about this now. He didn’t even know what had happened. But he couldn’t. He knew something important, scary and dreadful had happened and he knew it needed to be talked through. Ron’s voice caught Harry’s attention.

“Sir, Hermione – “ There were so many emotions in Ron’s voice, it made Harry want to cry out to hear it. He couldn’t imagine how he’d feel if he saw Ron throw Hermione across the room and knock her unconcious.

“Yes, Mr Weasley. Miss Granger needs to be in the Hospital Wing.”

“I’ll go with her Ron. She’ll be ok, I promise. You go on, Harry needs you.” Harry registered Ginny’s voice this time and felt himself on the verge of hysteria. He wanted to laugh. Ron and Hermione were at the top of a very long list of things he needed.

“And then I’ll go and get Professor Black, and bring him to your office, if that’s ok Professor?”

“Of course Miss Weasley. See you in a few minutes.” 

And Ginny made her way out of the classroom, still avoiding Snape’s gaze, running her hand gently across Harry’s shoulder and treading hard on Malfoy’s foot before disappearing through the door. Professor Dumbledore dismissed the other students, informing them that they were to stay in their common rooms until they were told it was safe to leave again.

The group, made up of Snape, Dumbledore, McGonnogall, a floating Malfoy, a very distressed Ron and Harry, continued through the castle to the headmasters office.

“WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL US? HOW COULD YOU LET THIS HAPPEN? WHAT KIND OF GOOD FOR NOTHING SPY ARE YOU?!?” Sirius had just sat, silently through the story of Voldemort’s posession of Harry. Malfoy, it seemed, would be spending the next 20 years in Azkaban, for being in direct contact with Voldemort, and a certain tatoo on his arm that Harry had suspected at the beginning of Potions (was it really just three hours ago?) that had proven to be the dark mark that all Death Eaters wear. In his departure from the school, he had spat and sworn his revenge. Harry watched his godfather rave and rage at Snape, his thoughts of Malfoy forgotten. His head pounded, he was lying on a couch, with Ron and Ginny perched on one arm of the couch each, Ginny sitting at his head, her hand brushing through his hair absently. Ron had his hand on Harry’s foot, and some times Harry would catch his eye and almost smile at the delight there. Sirius had been raving and raging for quite sometime, even gone so far as to tell Dumbledore, that no, he will not be quiet thank you very much. Harry was sad to see that Sirius made a few veiled comments of where, exactly, Snape’s loyalties lie. Harry was convinced that his Potions professor was working for the goodies, though he wasn’t sure exactly when that had happened. 

“I suppose you could have prevented it, Black?” Snape’s voice was dripping with contempt, and something else, something new, that Harry couldn’t define.

“I don’t recall it being me deliberately placed among the Death Eaters to prevent things like this.” If a voice could be used as a weapon, Snape would be long dead. Dumbledore had obviously decided it was time to step in.

“Excuse me, Gentleman.” Harry could have sworn that his headmaster had put a stronger emphasis on the word Gentleman. “We have all had a very long morning. Severus you said that Voldemort had said he was feeding off Harry’s negative emotions?” Snape nodded. “Which tells us that Harry cannot be used unless he was angry, scared, sad and so on. Harry, I have an idea, but as I am sure you are exhausted, it can wait until tomorrow. Sirius, if you could escort Harry and the Weasley’s back to the common room?”

“Of course, Headmaster.”

Although Harry was feeling a lot better than he had been, he still needed to lean heavily against Ron, who had a strong arm around his waist. Sirius didn’t say a word the entire way to Gryffindor Tower, until he said goodbye, ruffled Harry’s hair and stormed away. Harry had the strangest feeling that there was going to be a wizard’s duel happening in the Dungeons at some stage today, and he hoped that Dumbledore was aware of the possibility and sent Snape away from the school. The three Gryffindors entered the common room and were met with stony silence and wary stares. Harry felt suffocated by the tension, until Ron spoke.

“Harry Potter is to be left alone for the rest of the day. Anyone who wants accuse him of anything will have to deal with me. Just so you all know, my best friend’s just been posessed by Voldemort and my girlfriend’s lying in the Hospital Wing unconcious. I will not be using my wand.” A few of the Gryffindors turned away immediately, having witnessed Ron’s temper on more than one occasion. Other students, the youngest ones, looked at him in awe, obviously thinking that to be best friends with the Boy Who Lived, you’d have to be pretty special yourself. Harry was only vaguely aware of how strange it was to say girlfriend when he was talking about Hermione, and as they’d been together for more than a year, Harry must have been pretty daft not to notice something like that earlier.

He was laid gently on his bed, and his shoes were removed. He wanted to tell Ron he couldn’t hear him, as he seemed to be murmuring something, but he barely had the energy to close his eyes, let alone speak.

He was floating in the pond in the secret realm, relaxed and free. He knew, deep within himself, that Voldemort had been defeated, and there was a hopeful kind of peace floating inside, just as he was floating lazily in the pond. He heard a noise at the bank of the pond and turned his head to wave at the Unicorn and the Robin he saw standing there. He swam towards them, a grin spread across his face, and before his eyes, the Robin turned into a woman. The most beautiful woman Harry had ever seen, one he had seen often in photos. His Mum.

“Harry.” And she opened her arms and Harry snuggled in. She didn’t seem to care that he was wet, and either did he as he closed his eyes and sighed in contenment. “Harry” she said again. He pulled back, there was concern in her eyes.

“Mum?”

“Harry?”

The secret realm was falling apart around them, but his mum stayed there, in his Gryffindor dormitory.

“Mum?” Ginny jumped back and Harry made a grab for her, letting out a bereft sob. “Mum!” His eyes were open, but it was obvious he wasn’t awake. Ginny moved towards him again, sitting on the side of his bed, and pushed away his sadness from her heart.

“Harry, you have to wake up now.”

“Ginny?! What are you doing here? How long did I sleep for?” He felt like he had been sleeping for a week, he was refreshed and alert.

“I’ll answer those in order, yes, it’s me, Ron asked me to stay because he wanted to be in the Hospital wing when Hermione woke up, and about three hours. That’s why I woke you up, it’s 3 o’clock, and Madame Pomfrey said you had to eat.”

“Hermione’s awake?”

“Yes, though she can’t speak properly yet. Madame Pomfrey said that there was some throat damage. From where he grabbed her.”

“From where I grabbed her Ginny.” And Harry felt the bile rise up in her throat.

“It was your body, yes, but you didn’t grab her Harry, and you know it. How are you, physically?”

“Fine. Good, actually.”

“Would you like to come with me to the Hospital wing then? Hermione’s been awake for an hour, plenty long enough for Ron to have her to himself, don’t you think.” For the first time in what seemed liked forever, Harry’s grin shone brightly on his face and he flipped back his doona, to find himself sitting in his boxer shorts. Ginny was as red as a traffic light, and she muttered something like waiting for him downstairs and fled the room.

Hermione stayed in the Hospital Wing until term’s end. Madam Pomfrey checked her over thoroughly, in the case that Voldemort had used some kind of hex that took days or even weeks to incubate and take affect. He hadn’t, but it still made Harry grimace every time the bruising and blistering on Hermione’s neck was shown. Madame Pomfrey could cure just about everything, but no matter how she tried, the marks on Hermione’s neck would not go away. They were fading, but it seemed to be taking a long time by wizarding standards, which can normally grown bowns back in to an entire limb in 24 hours, and Hermione reassured Harry that they didn’t hurt every time he asked her.

The four of them were now packing up their trunks, getting ready to go home for Christmas. Hermione had wanted to come to spend Christmas with the Weasley’s and Sirius and Harry, but had decided that she would come on boxing day instead. And stay through to New Years, and go back with the boys and Ginny on the Hogwarts express. She didn’t want to distress her parents, but she had arranged for them to disappear until the summer holidays, or until Hermione had told them it was safe. “Arranged for them…” as Hermione had put, had involved a lot of yelling in the Hospital Wing, and a very distressed, red eyed Hermione afterwards.

“Are you two still not ready?”

“Hermione! You’re a prefect, you can’t just come walzing into the boys dorm!”

“Oh honestly Ron, this is hardly the first time I’ve been in here.”

“Oh honestly Hermione, it’s the first time you’ve been in here as prefect.”

Harry had noticed that Hermione and Ron had developed a new method of arguing over the last year. They didn’t flat out bicker anymore, instead they mimicked each other. Hermione had gotten the last word shortly before Voldemorts attack by saying “Bloody hell Ron, you’re mental.” Harry found himself wishing they’d go back to arguing that black was white and white was black. Hearing Hermione swear had been just too weird.

“Umm, Ron, you’re forgetting the day Malfoy took Ginny, Hermione was in here with us then.” Ron stood silent for a moment before shooting Harry a dirty look.

“Yeah well, that’s not the point. We weren’t on holidays then, all the other Gryffindors were in class.” Hermione rolled her eyes.

“Well, hurry up, we have to go soon, and I want to get down to the station early to make sure the first years are alright.” And she stormed out of the room. The boys continued packing and talking before they were interrupted again.

“Aren’t you two ready yet.” Ron exploded.

“OH BLOODY HELL! What part of NOT ALLOWED IN BOYS DORMITORY do you two not understand?!?!”

“Geez Ron.” Ginny said. “Keep your shirt on. If someone didn’t give you two a kick up the bum every now and then we’d never get home.”

Harry shook his head as Ginny followed in Hermione’s footsteps and stormed out of the room.

“Hey Ron?”

“Yeah?”

“Reckon we should hurry up?”

“Nah. We’re right. We’ve got plenty of time.”

Forty five minutes later the boys sprinted down the dormitory stairs, apologised profusely 

for being late, and the four made their way to Hogsmeade station.

Christmas Eve bought another strange dream for Harry. He knew that it wasn’t a vision, as Remus had taught him how differentiate between dreams and visions when Harry had trained with him the previous year.

No, this was something else. Harry was at a wedding, a small, red headed woman was speaking in a soft, clear voice as she promised to share her life and her powers with the man before her. Harry felt a burning in his throat as he realised he was being given something special. He watched his dad, hazel eyes solemn as he returned the promise. Then, a priest, a muggle priest, announced that James could kiss the bride. He lifted the veil slowly, and the look on his face told Harry that all his dad’s dreams had just been granted. He looked away, uncomfortable, as his parents kissed. He heard a familiar laugh, that was lacking something. Harry turned back to the scene before and saw his godfather, looking carefree and delighted. The thing that laugh had been lacking was bitterness. It was music to Harry’s ears. He realised with a jolt that the ceremony was not yet over. Dumbledore stepped forward and announced that the wands of Lily and James Potter could be joined. Harry watched with fascination as his parents pointed their wands at the others heart, and something red was pulled away. It reminded Harry of the time that Dumbledore had shown him how a pensieve works, only that it was more. Harry had been fascinated by the pensieve, but this was… Harry couldn’t find the words to describe what he was seeing.

His parents were now placing the red substance they had taken from each other into their own chests. They both seemed to fill with light, which hung in the air and seemed to spread to the guests. Harry felt warm and tingly as it washed over him. He was just beginning to enjoy the sensation when both his parents turned to him, looking directly at him, though no one else seemed to notice he was there. The expression on their face was bittersweet, sad and joyous at the same time. Together, they wished their son a merry christmas. Harry awoke to sunlight streaming in his window, snow falling on the window sill and contentment streaming through his heart.

Harry walked into the kitchen to see Ron sitting at the table. Sirius was at the stove, cooking eggs and neither of them were talking. Harry felt the contentment that had been left over from the dream his parents had given him slowly dripping away. The tension that Ron seemed to have brought into the kitchen could have been cut with a knife.

“What is it Ron?”

Ron jumped in his chair and Sirius turned his attention away from the eggs. Harry watched with rising dread as Ron swallowed hard and could only shake his head. Harry spoke again, trying to keep the panic out of his voice.

“Has something happened? To your brothers? Your parents?” Ginny? Was what Harry wanted to ask, but he couldn’t make his mouth form her name. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Ron’s voice was heard.

“It’s Hermione.” Harry felt his heart drop into his stomach and rise back up again when Ron spoke again, his voice was rough and if Harry hadn’t have known better, he would have said his best friend was on the brink of tears. “We’ve had a fight.”

“Oh.” Was all Harry managed to say around his relief.

“We’ve broken up.”

“Oh Ron, what happened? Maybe you misunderstood?” This was certainly going to make things awkward.

“You can’t really misunderstand ‘if you can’t handle me having friendships away from you and Harry, then there’s no point in us taking a relationship any further’ can you?”

“Umm, no, not really…” Harry was starting to feel uncomfortable by the desolate look on Ron’s face, and he could have sworn that he saw Sirius’ shoulders shaking with silent laughter out of the corner of his eye, when Ron exploded. He stood so quickly that his chair flew back into the wall and he slammed his fist on the table.

“If I ever again get the chance to meet bloody stupid Viktor Krum, I’ll wring his Quidditch playing, possible Death Eater neck!!” 

Suddenly, everything became clear to Harry. Hermione, it seemed, had probably received a letter.

“Ah, Ron? She didn’t get a letter did she?”

“Of course she did! She’s been getting them since fourth year! Going behind my back and probably telling him how much she wished she’d gone to Bulgaria, what a bloody idiot I am, how fantastic she finds Quidditch, and how she knows that if he just tried, he could get away from Bulgaria and join our side of the war.” Ron slumped down into a chair, the one that had been next to the one now sitting against the wall. It seemed he’d run out of puff. He was sitting now, with his head in his hands and his fingers pushed into his hair. Harry was just thinking about what he was supposed to say next, when Sirius lay a plate full of bacon and eggs on the table in front of him. Harry looked up at his Godfather, who winked at him and put a hand on his shoulder, before turning to Ron.

“Look, Ron, Hermione will be here tomorrow – “

“She’s not bloody staying at my house.”

“- And that will give you the chance to talk to her, face to face, and work this out.”

“Maybe I don’t want to work it out. Maybe she can have her sodding Bulgarian. Maybe she’s the last person I want to be with when we’re going to have to face Voldemort. Maybe, I’ll find someone prettier, richer and more popular than her too. See how she likes it.”

Harry didn’t like the look in Ron’s eye. It could only mean trouble. 

Harry cleared his throat, making sure he had it clear in his head what he wanted to say, before he opened his mouth and spoke.

“Look Ron. You’ve never reacted well to Viktor Krum, do you think maybe Hermione didn’t tell you because she didn’t want to hurt you? Upset you?”

Ron scoffed loudly but didn’t say anything else and the look in his eyes had changed from menacing and angry to sad and hopeful. It made Harry want to look away, but he kept eye contact and continued speaking.

“Maybe you really should have a talk to her. You know, she was with you for over a year, and didn’t mention Krum once. It’s obvious she doesn’t think you’re an idiot. If there’s two people I know in the world better than I know myself, it’s you and Hermione. Same goes for you Ron. Think about it for a minute, do you honestly think that top of every class Hermione, would spend more than a year going out with someone she thought was an idiot? Think about it seriously, it could be important.”

“I don’t need to Harry, I know she wouldn’t.”

“Good.” They were making progress. Harry wasn’t one to talk about feelings and emotions, not really, and especially not with Ron. But they were in the middle of a war, and he needed Ron and Hermione exactly where they belonged. He pushed away his slight twinge of guilt at getting them together again for selfish reasons and continued his deep conversation with Ron.

“Now, do you think for one minute, that it would be bad for us to have another spy? What if Krum already was working as a death eater, and Hermione could convince him to do a Snape? What then? I don’t know about you, but I think there’s a spy in the Order.” Two heads shot up and two sets of eyes stared at him incredulously. It was Sirius who found his voice first.

“Why are you only telling us this now, Harry?” His voice was quiet, but Harry knew from experience that it could only mean two things. It was a sign of the calm before the storm, and Sirius would rant and rave at the end of Harry’s next sentence. Or it was a sign of concerned interest, and no yelling was waiting for him. He hoped it was the latter he wasn’t up to a confrontation. Besides, it was Christmas.

“It only just clicked when Malfoy worked me up enough for Voldemort to take control. Malfoy said some things, he specifically mentioned Hermione’s Element, there was no way any one out of the Order could know what she was. Not enough to name it, first go, at any rate. Just before that Potions lesson, at Breakfast, Seamus asked me if it was true that I was the leader of an Order. It makes me sick, but I think we should plant our own spy within the Order, to feed Voldemort false information. And that, Ron, is why I think it’s more than good that Hermione’s stayed friends with Krum. You also need to remember she’s going through a lot right now, she’s sending her parents away tonight. That can’t be easy, but if you like I’ll send her an owl and tell her to come here instead of the Burrow.”

Harry watched with smug satisfaction as Ron went from tan to pale, in the space of about two seconds. So pale, in fact, that he almost couldn’t be distinguished from the wall behind him.

“Oh God, Harry. Bloody hell, I’d forgotten. Stupid, selfish git! I was sposed to go over for lunch, I’ve just ruined her entire christmas. Oh brilliant work Weasley.” Harry offered the service of Hedwig to send Hermione a note. Ron didn’t need to be told twice, he raced up the stairs and helped himself to some of Harry’s paper and ink. By twelve o’clock, Ron was standing, tall and nervous, at Harry’s fireplace, waiting to floo over to Hermione’s for lunch. Hedwig had obviously realised the importance of both Ron and Hermione’s letters, for she had delivered six letters in just two hours, and was looking much like Errol, sipping tiredly from Harry’s glass on the kitchen table.

“You sure I look alright?” Ron asked for the twentieth time in ten minutes.

“Smashing.” Harry said, ironically.

“Tremendous.” Sirius said, his voice shaking in amusement.

“She’ll fall at your feet.” Harry’s voice was bored now, deliberately so.

“And slobber on your shoes, disgusting her parents, and seeing you landing here in about 15 minutes.” Harry laughed at Sirius’ last comment, not listening at all to Ron’s “shut up you lot.” In fact, it just made him laugh harder and before he knew it, he and Sirius were rolling on the floor, and Ron had disappeared with a small smile and flash of green flame.

Christmas at Harry and Sirius’ house was a joyous one, even with the war going on and even though it was a day late. Mr Weasley, who had been on a mission for the Order had had to Floo in shortly before lunch, to tired to apparate as he normally did. He bought news, and woke everyone up to the fact that the house had yet to be named, even though Harry and Sirius had lived there for almost two years. Mr Weasley had come out in three different grates before finding the right one, simply because neither “Sirius Black” nor “Harry Potter” were registered with the Floo Network. Some suggestions were made, most of them lurid ones from Fred and George, before Mr Weasley announced what he had found out on his mission.

“They’ve found Bagman.”

Within seconds, all the Weasley’s were on their feet, all asking separate questions until Mr Weasley held up to hands to hold them off.

“What I should have said, was that they have found Bagman’s body.” A loud silence fell around the room.

“How Arthur?” Mrs Weasley asked quietly, in very hushed towns.

“How did he die? Killing curse, but his body was very battered. I imagine his master was not very happy at two failed attempts made at Bagman’s suggestion.”

It was obvious the Weasley’s didn’t know whether to rejoice or hang their heads at the loss of someone they had considered a friend. Harry could only feel burning anger towards the man whose life was so brutally taken. The anger was followed quickly by the tiniest dose of shame. The group stood around the lounge room for a little while, all lost in their own thoughts, before the chiming doorbell rang through the house. Everyone raised their heads and looked at each other, puzzled. No one ever rang the bell, everyone they knew was more than welcome to walz right in. Harry moved towards the front door, taking his wand out of the back pocket of his jeans, he called out.

“Who’s there?”

“Err, Percy – Percy Weasley.” 

Harry’s jaw dropped as his head swung round to look at Ron. He thought the looks on their faces must be identical, Ron looked as if he’d just received top marks in all his classes. Somewhere between overjoyed and scared. Harry swung the door open, prepared to grin and wish Percy a very happy Christmas indeed. The words stuck in his throat. Percy was not alone, his girlfriend, who Ginny had thought had broken up with Percy, Penelope Clearwater was standing beside him. That wasn’t so unusual, except for the fact that Penelope was holding a baby, about three months old, in her arms.

“Harry, what are you doing? Let him in, let him in!” Mrs Weasley was making her way quickly towards the front door. Harry had the ridiculous urge to shut it in Percy’s face.

“Percy, how lovel – Oh! Oh Merlin!”  Mrs Weasley had made it to the door. “Percy!” Tears were quickly forming in Mrs Weasley’s eyes as they went from the Percy, to the baby, to Penelope and back again in quick succession.

“Oh, no, Mrs Weasley, this is my nephew!” A blush was rising up on the Ravenclaws face as she realised what Mrs Weasley had thought.

“Oh, of course he is!” 

Mrs Weasley laughed with relief and pulled her son into her arms, squeezing him tightly. Harry was horrified to realise that Percy’s eyes welled up at whatever it was Mrs Weasley was whispering fiercley in his ear. He turned his head away, looking up the stairs as if expecting something to actually be there, and tried to ignore his soaring heart, for Mrs Weasley’s sake, when he heard Percy whisper.

“I love you too Mum, may I come home?” 

Before Harry realised that they were finished, that Mrs Weasley had released Percy and was taking Penelope’s baby happily into her arms, Percy was standing before him, looking grave and more than a little ashamed.

“I’m awfully sorry I didn’t believe you straight off, Harry. I should have. I was even at Malfoy’s trial. I’m sorry too, that I was so rude last Christmas and caused you discomfort.”

Harry squirmed. Being a apologised to by Percy Weasley was worse than Ron and Ginny put together.

“Err, that’s alright Percy. Ummm, no harm done and all that.”

Harry was carefully studying Percy’s shoes as he felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see a grinning face.

“Thanks, Harry. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas.”

The shock of having Percy so suddenly back in the fold seemed to have put the thought of Bagman’s body out of everyone’s mind. Harry knew that Percy had been there when he’d woken up from his battle with Voldemort, but Ron had told him later that he’d left again without a word, and hadn’t contacted his parents since.

Lunch was loud and happy and Harry soaked it up as much as he could. It pleased him beyond words to see Hermione giggle at something Ron had whispered in her ear, and take his hand on the table. It shocked him when Mrs Weasley plonked herself down on Sirius’ lap and thanked him for all he’d done. His shock turned into a bellow of laughter as his godfather blushed from under his collar right up to the roots of his hair. 

Remus and Arabella arrived after lunch and it seemed only Harry noticed the small nod Remus gave Fred and George among all the Christmas well wishes being packed on the new arrivals. Harry wondered what that was all about and figured it wouldn’t take long before he found out. He was right. Sirius had just announced it was time to open the presents, when the twins bounded out of their seats and blindfolded their parents.

“Boys, honestly, what’s this about?”

“Just gonna have to trust us this time Mum” Fred said nonchalantly.

“Yeah, we promise you’ll like it and not get mad.” George finished.

Neither of the parents saw the equal grins spreading across their sons faces. Neither of them saw the puzzled looks shared by everyone else except Remus and Arabella as the group made their way out the kitchen door and towards the construction site that was the Burrow. Two days ago, there had been parts of the house that were still to be built, and rubble, construction rubble, had spewed around the garden.

It had all been cleaned up, and the Burrow was finished. It had been made bigger than the plans Harry had seen at his house before Christmas had shown. Chickens were running in the garden, just as they had before the attack. Harry slowed down before the house, expecting the boys to stop their parents and remove the blindfolds, thinking that the construction on the Burrow being finished a month early was the present. He started when Fred and George, led by Remus and Arabella, just kept walking into the house. He saw Ron and Hermione stop and exchange looks, and did the same with Sirius and Ginny. Percy, Penelope and Bill and Charlie all stopped when Harry and Sirius did and Harry could hear them whispering excitedly behind him. Everyone stood outside the chicken coop, looking dumbly at each other when Mrs Weasley let out a high pitched scream. It was a scream like none that Harry had heard before, a scream of overjoyed surprise mixed with a clogged up throat. It had the entire group running inside. And stopping dead in the kitchen. The floors had been covered in dark mahogony floor boards. The black dining table and fourteen matching chairs should have looked strange with the dark floor, however the new kitchen looked warm and cosy. And huge, Harry almost felt like he was back in the Great Hall at Hogwarts. There was now a wall, with a lovely arch, separating the kitchen from the dining room. It was there that the group found Mr and Mrs Weasley. Mr Weasley had his head hanging down, and from the sniffling noise he was making, Harry thought the tall man was trying not to let them see him cry. Mrs Weasley, however, was crying freely as she had both arms wrapped tightly around the twins necks, sobbing and wailing.

“Oh my boys! My boys! Whatever did I do to deserve you?”

“Well, gee Mum, lets see – “ Fred said, unabashed.

“First, there was Ginny-“

“Who broke her arm-“

“When we made her ride the toy broomstick-“

“At the ripe old age of three-“

“Then there were constant explosions-“

“Children with multicoloured hair-“

“That’s not even getting started-“

“On the millions of owls from Old McGonnogall-”

“And fooling you over and over about who we are.”

“Oh, don’t be silly! All that wasn’t worth a whole new house!”

Mrs Weasley said with a laugh as she wiped her face and left her hands on her cheeks.

“Oi, NOW you tell us!”

“18 years you hounded and hounded-!”

“Oh be quiet and show me the rest of this beautiful house.” Mrs Weasley was still holding her hands to her face as she followed the twins into the lounge room. Here she gasped and clapped her hands, bouncing on the balls of her feet.

“Oh this is even better than the kitchen!”

A white marble fireplace covered the wall in front of the couch, with photos of all the children standing in wooden frames on the mantle. Harry was pleased, and ashamed when his eyes welled up, to see a photo of himself and Sirius included. It had been taken at his birthday party, and him and Sirius were looking at each other, laughing with their mouths wide open. The floor boards on the floor of the living were the same ones as in the dining room, except that here the boys had placed a very large, square rug with dark blue, pink and cream tones running through it.

“One moment, this… this is how I said you should decorate your lounge room!”

Fred and George exchanged a grin before George spoke up.

“Well, you see, mum Fred and I were never going to decorate our lounge room. We’ve been planning on doing this since the attack. And then the money appeared in our vault, we thought, bugger. Then we talked to Remus here, we were trying to find out who put the money in, and he let it slip that Arabella had once worked in an antique shop. And we thought, hey! And then that snow storm blew in and they ‘couldn’t finish the house on time’ supposedly…And the rest, as they say, is history.”

Mr and Mrs Weasley had sat themselves on the sky blue suede couch, which Harry was touched to see, had a replica of the hand made quilt that had rested on the back of the old one.

“It’s wonderful boys.” Mr Weasley said quietly.

“Oh dad, you think this is good, come over here.”

Before the attack, Mr Weasley had had a small library coming off the lounge room. Harry thought that the twins had maybe made it a bit bigger before he heard Mr Weasley’s cry of delight.

“Plugs! Drills! Battlies! Oooohh, and look! A fellytone! Muggle money! Oh boys, oh boys! You got me a Rubber duck!”

“Welcome Dad.” Fred said, most formally and gravely. “To the Muggle Domain.”

George looked to their mother, who was wringing her hands nervously.

“It’s ok mum, it’s soundproof and Remus helped to charm the outside wall, so it would move outwards. When the room gets too full. Don’t worry.”

Before Mrs Weasley could reply, Ginny and Ron had exchanged a look and were bolting up the new, carpeted stairs. Ginny stopped on the second floor landing, and even from down in the living room everyone could hear her gasp of delight, despite Ron’s pounding footsteps on the stairs leading up to his room. Ginny’s feet could be heard again and quick as a flash she was standing in the living room once again. She was breathing heavily and her cheeks were a healthy red. The biggest grin that Harry had ever seen was spread across her face.

“I love it! I seriously love it! How did you know?!”

Fred scoffed.

“We read your diary.”

“Oh you evil prats.” Instead of getting angry, Harry was expecting her to explode at that, she’d jumped on them, both at the same time. She had an arm around Fred’s left shoulder, the other around Georges right, her leg on Fred’s hip and the other on George’s right. Harry wasn’t exactly sure how she’d managed to get her seemingly tiny limbs around two fully grown men, but he could only wince as the twins heads knocked together over and over again, as Ginny scattered tiny kisses across both their faces.

“I love you both soooooooo much.”

Harry had the impression that she was kissing them basically just to get on the nerves.

“Oi, Ginny, geroff!! You’re not exactly light anymore you know!”

“Think twice before reading my diary now won’t you.” No one heard Ron walk back into the living room, as the laughter and chatter had gotten so loud, however Harry and Hermione seemed to sense him there at the same time and turned to ask how his room was. Neither of them though, could find words once they’d seen the look on Ron’s face. He was pale, and looked like… well, much like he had when Percy had called out his own name earlier that day.

“Ron, what is it?”

“I… ummm… I don’t know. My room, it’s the same. Same books, all the comics you gave me from your dad Harry, the posters. It’s just weird, you know, there are different things, but I walked in there and I knew I was home.”

“Of course you did Ron. It’s not the building that makes a home, that bit’s just a house.” Hermione said knowingly, though both boys knew her and her parents had lived in the same house since Hermione’s mum had been pregnant.

“Yeah, but don’t you reckon that’s strange? Shouldn’t all this take some getting used to?”

Harry shook his head firmly.

“No, once you’re home you know it straight away.” Finally, slowly, a grin spread across Ron’s face, until Hermione asked what, exactly was different about his room.

“Err, what?” 

“I said, what’d they change about your room?”

“Oh! Umm, well.. errm.”

Hermione rolled her eyes, and before Ron could stop her, she was making her way up to his room to see for herself. Ron turned with wide eyes to his best friend. Harry was puzzled, totally confused. It wasn’t as if Hermione hadn’t seen his room before.

“Bloody hell Harry! They gave me a double bed!”

“I don’t understand… so?”

“Well, Harry.” Ron was sounding increasingly panicked. “What do you think a girls gonna think when she sees a bed made for two in her boyfriends bedroom?”

Harry stared at Ron before the realisation dawned on him. Ron, Hermione and a double bed, it didn’t bare thinking about. Before he could reply, Hermione was standing at the bottom of the stairs.

“Well, they did a good job those boys. Who knew?” 

Ron seemed to be studying her, to see if she was acting strangely. Harry couldn’t see any difference in the normal Hermione, and it looked as if Ron’s fears were unfounded. At least it had looked that way, before Ron tried to speak.

“Listen, Hermione-“

“Did you have a peek at Ginny’s room then?”

Hermione’s voice was an octave or two higher than it normally was, and the trio was saved by Sirius saying he was famished.

“Let’s go back to our place, and have some dinner.”

“Oh no Sirius, I won’t have it. Let’s have dinner at the Burrow.”

Mrs Weasley couldn’t keep the happiness out of her voice and it was almost as if it carried across the whole group. Every single one of them, Harry included, went into the new dining room and kitchen singing Christmas carols at the top of their lungs.

Harry could almost forget that tomorrow, Sirius and Hermione would become Secret Keepers.

Hermione stood with both arms held in front of her, her palms barely touching Dumbledore’s, who was standing before her in the same position. Hermione’s job was to be the most tiring, as she had to participate in the Fidelius charm nine times, for each individual Weasley. She had been told to go through them in priority order as the charm was said. Percy had gone first and Harry realised that he felt a bit sorry for the man. Hermione knew Percy a lot better than she knew Charlie or Bill, and related to Percy a lot better than she did Fred or George, but his behaviour since their fourth year had made her put him last.

She had gone through the entire family, when suddenly the light that had been glowing softly turned a dark, dark blue and Hermione’s head was thrown back as her voice boomed through the basement.

“Sum Fides custos Ronald Weasley intus!”

Dumbledores voice was quiet in comparison, even though it too, sounded through the basement as he replied, sealing the charm.

“Fidem fallere Aboleotium fidelitas aetas”

Hermione fell to the floor, exhausted. Ron and Harry were at her side in an instant, Ron having gotten there first as all the Weasley’s had had to circle Hermione while the spell was performed.

“I’m ok, really, just tired. What happened at the end? I felt like I had no control…”

“That is because you did not, Miss Granger. You are a logical lady, and becoming Mr Weasley’s Secret Keeper had everything to do with your heart, and absolutely nothing to do with your head.” Harry could have sworn Dumbledore’s voice was laced with amusement, and that sparkle that was so rare these days was firmly in place as he held a hand out to Hermione and pulled her to her feet.

“Oh.” Hermione said, looking very sheepish. “But I did the same thing for the rest of the Weasley’s, and it didn’t feel like that.”

“Yes you did, but you did it because of Ron, Ron is the catalyst to how you feel about the Weasley’s.”

“Oh” Hermione said again as Dumbledore turned to Sirius and Harry, it was obviously their turn. Harry didn’t know why, but he suddenly started to feel very nervous.

Harry stood at Siriuses side, his legs shaking slightly as Sirius laid a hand on Harry’s shoulder, and put just one arm up to face the palm to Dumbledore. Harry went to ask, but before he could Dumbledore turned his eyes to him and said “You are but one person Harry, and not an entire family.” Harry nodded his understanding and closed his eyes, preparing himself for some kind of jolt. Instead, a warmth started to spread through him as Sirius started chanting underneath his breath, a warm green light surrounded them, tingling all the way through Harry’s body. 

Sirius’ head was thrown back, as the words were pulled out of him, by an unknown force. His voice rang through the basement much louder and bigger than Hermione’s had done, as the soft warm light surrounding them turned a burning emerald green.

“Sum Fides custos Harry Potter intus!”

As the words were spoken, Harry saw in his minds eye the house he and his parents lived in at Godric’s Hollow, the Dursley’s house, Mrs Figg’s, Hogwarts, the Burrow, and finally, irreplacably, home. As the mirage of images ran through his head, Harry also Sirius quite clearly, his head thrown back, a bolt of emerald green lightning held in the hand that should have been resting on Harry’s shoulder. He couldn’t see the Weasley’s, Hermione, Remus, Arabella or Dumbledore.

“Fidem fallere Aboleoitum fidelitas aetas.”

As Dumbledore’s voice rang through the room, the Sirius that Harry could see opened his eyes and the power Harry saw there made him want to take a step back, away from someone he had come to consider as his big brother and closest confidant. He wanted to run, hide, tell Dumbledore, do anything but stand there helplessly. Then, the Sirius in Harry’s mind smiled as he faded away, and all Harry’s doubts went with him as his eyes slowly opened and adjusted to the light.

“Harry? You alright mate?”

“Yeah, just a little weird, like a little tired maybe? I dunno.”

Ron just continued to stare at Harry, and it took a while for him to realise that they were both kneeling on the floor. He gave his head a quick shake as he pulled himself to his heat, he looked at Ron.

“Did you feel weird after?”

“I reckon a bit yeah?”

Harry scoffed. Ron didn’t sound very convincing.

“Harry there is something you need to remember. Ron shared that spell, and Hermione’s power, with his entire family. All of Siriuses powers were concentrated on you.” It ocurred to Harry then, that Sirius was being awfully quiet. He searched the room for his godfather, who smiled at him ruefully when his eyes settled upon him.

“Sirius, are you ok?”

“Yes.” He almost sounded offended. “I think I’ll just go and have a quick lie down, that’s all.” Harry could tell he was trying to sound casual about taking a nap in the middle of the day, and Remus didn’t miss the oppurtunity to tease his old friend about his age.

“Sod off, Moony.” Were Siriuses parting words as he made his way upstairs. After making sure Harry really was ok, Dumbldore, Remus, Arabella and the senior Weasley’s made there way back to the Burrow, apparently there was something important to be discussed.

“Shall we do some wandless magic then?” 

Hermione’s voice was bright and chirpy, and Harry wondered where on earth she’d gotten the energy to even sound awake, when not twenty minutes, she’d collapsed on the floor.

“No.” Harry and Ron answered together, incredulously. It seemed to peak Hermione’s temper, as she tutted at both boys, grabbed Ginny by the wrist, and stormed up to the room the two were staying in at Harry’s.

It had been decided, that although Mr and Mrs Weasley had moved back to the Burrow last night after dinner (it really was just a matter of summoning their things), that Ron, Ginny and Hermione would spend the rest of the Christmas holidays with Sirius and Harry. Ron was helping Harry, by learning Tai Chi and yet another form of meditation with him, which Remus was again teaching them so that Harry could easily control his negative emotions. Hermione had taught them all how to unlock the part of their magic that requires a connection to the natural elements. Ginny had been able to stir the air almost immediately, whereas it had take Harry and Ron at least two days, of which Hermione gloated over how being a female really did make a lot of things in life easier. It was, of course, her revenge for the way the boys had responded to her taking so long to get Animagi properly.

The first week back at Hogwarts was a relief after an exhausting last week of holidays that consisted of stirring the air and lighting large fires from nothing. Not exactly from nothing, as Harry felt like he’d played ten games of Quiddtich straight afterwards. It was very draining, unlocking yourself. He hoped with all his heart that Hermione was interpreting his mothers book properly, but most of all the references and things she had found for herself. Harry’s scar was almost constantly burning these days, and he could sense something big was on its way. To Hogwarts. The only weapon he had against Voldemort was himself. But for now, he was being dragged to Dumbledore’s office by his godfather, to meet the Auror who would flush out the spy in the Order.

“Sirius, what’s the hurry?” Harry asked for the tenth time. Sirius had him firmly by the wrist and was so eager to get to the office that Harry, seeker reflexes and all, had nearly fallen on his face a total of three times.

“Just hurry up will you? We were supposed to be there five minutes ago.”

“You know, it would be a lot easier for both of us if you let me go so I could walk beside you.”

“No it wouldn’t. We’re there.” Sirius flashed Harry a wicked grin, gave the password and made his way up to Dumbledore’s office. 

Harry walked in to find only Remus and Dumbledore. He was shocked, surely Remus, a werewolf, didn’t make it through auror training. And if he did, surely he would have shared that information with Harry over the last three years. 

“Ah, you’ve made it. May I introduce our saviour, though Sirius I think you may recognise her.”

For the first time since entering the office, Harry noticed the third person in the room. He felt Sirius tense up beside him, he was very untrusting of aurors and Harry now knew that he had been nervous, not excited, as he had dragged Harry behind him from the Great Hall.

The woman was surprising small, with shoulder length blonde hair. Harry thought she was very pretty, though he had no idea how old she could possibly be. From Sirius’s surprised gasp, Harry assumed that this woman had been at Hogwarts with his parents. What Sirius said next made Harry almost fall over.

“Nicky Longbottom! I don’t believe it! HA! How are you?”

Longbottom?! Harry was shocked, this woman, she had to be related to Neville. Longbottom wasn’t exactly a common name.

“Abbot now, Sirius. And I’m well thank you. How are you?”

“Oh, you’re married?”

“I was married, what’s this about a spy?”

Harry noticed that this Nicky was a little held back from Sirius, and he wondered if something had happened, or if she had always been like that. Harry was too busy studying his godfather to notice that Ms Abbot’s eyes had turned to him. When she addressed him, he startled a bit before recovering himself.

“And you must be Harry, is that right?”

“Are you related to Neville?” 

The words were out before Harry could stop them and he wanted the floor to swallow when a shadow passed across the auror’s face.

“You have your godfather’s tact, I see.” There was no harshness in her voice, to which Harry thought he would be forever grateful. “Yes, I am. I’m his father’s sister. You may also know my daughter. Hannah. She’s in your year.”

“Oh! Yes, she’s in Hufflepuff.”

Harry was dying to know why Neville had to stay with his Gran when this lovely woman was standing before him, but he didn’t dare ask. The fact that Neville had never mentioned Hannah Abbot was his cousin, or even that he had an aunty, wouldn’t cross Harry’s mind until later.

“Yes, she is.” Ms Abbot smiled kindly before returning her attention to the adults. Harry had a ton of questions in his head, and as the interview wore on, Harry became more and more aware of how warm and friendly she was to everyone present but Sirius. He made a note to ask his godfather about it later.

Harry repeated everything he’d told the Headmaster on their first day back after Christmas. About Seamus hearing about the Order, about everything Draco Malfoy had said, and about the uncomfortable feeling in his stomach that, according to Ms Abbot, was a goot strong dose of intuition. The interview, for Ms Abbot was asking very detailed questions, took a lot out of Harry, and he had Quidditch practice tomorrow, and a ton of homework to do. He was dead on his feet, even though it was only 9pm. Dumbeldore dismissed him, Sirius and Ms Abbot asking the two adults to see Harry safely up to Gryffindor tower.

Harry made his way up the stairs, after saying goodnight, and gave the Fat Lady the password. He’d noticed the tension between Sirius and Ms Abbot more and more as they approached the tower, and had no intention of actually going inside. He made careful note of the direction they were going in, watched as they turned the corner, apologised to the Fat Lady and took off after them. He made his steps light so that they didn’t echo through the empty halls, he ducked behind pillars, trying to catch any snippet of conversation. In short, he was having great fun, spying on his godfather. He remembered a muggle saying, something about curiousity and a cat, but he didn’t care. He wanted, needed, to know what was going on between them. Before he realised, they’d stopped outside the staff room door. Harry hadn’t realised they’d come so far, and had to quickly duck again into a window alcove. The January wind rushed loudly past the window and he had to strain to hear what was being said.

“- was killed shortly before the fall of Voldemort.”

“Oh, Nicky, I’m sorry. Really.” Harry heard the rustle of cloaks and could imagine his godfather putting a comforting hand on Ms Abbot’s shoulder, as he had done for Harry many times.

“Yes, well, I wasn’t the only one who lost family.” There was a bitter coldness in her voice that shocked Harry. “I never got a chance to tell you… how sorry I was about Lily and James. They were beautiful people, and I loved them. But you… and Remus, you must have been devestated.”

“We still are Nicky.” Harry felt a lump in his throat as the sadness seeped through Sirius’s voice.

“He’s very like both of them, isn’t he?”

“Harry? Yes. Sometimes, when he’s being cheeky, it’s like being with James again. And then I see him concentrating, on homework… or, or chess, and it’s Lily all over.”

“You love him very much.”

“He didn’t really give me choice.” The smile in Sirius’s voice made Harry’s heart lift. He’d heard enough now, they were talking like all old acquiantences do, or as Harry thought they would, but he couldn’t move until they’d gone away. There seemed to be an uncomfortable silence and the awkwardness reached all the way to where Harry was standing.

“Ahh- Nicky-“

“I better-“

“You go.”

“You go.”

The two adults laughed emabarrassingly as they spoke together.

“Would you like to, maybe, have drinks with me at the Three Broomsticks sometime?”

Harry was mortified. He was sitting in an alcove, listening to his guardian ask a girl out on a date. He felt the heat flush his face, even if he knew they were totally unaware of him being there.

“No thank you.” Ms Abbot’s voice was cold and flat again and Harry went pale at the sound of it.

“Oh, umm, I just thought…”

“Oh, you just thought did you? I’m sorry to tell you that my Sirius Black obsession was over the minute you graduated from Hogwarts. You ignored me for a full five years, and it’s not an experience I care to repeat. Goodnight.” 

Harry heard the stuff room door open and close again. Heard Sirius expel a breath and mutter “well, honestly” before storming off to his own office. When he was sure the coast was clear, Harry poked his head out of the alcove and took a cautious look towards the staff room. Seeing the corridor empty, he made his way hurriedly back to Gryffindor tower. It had certainly been a night of enlightenment.

“Wow, history repeated itself.”

“What’s that supposed to mean, Ron?”

Harry, Ron and Hermione were sitting at Gryffindor table the next morning, and Harry had just told them about what he’d overheard the night before. He’d wanted to tell them last night, but 6th years had exams coming up in just four months time, which meant Hermione had set them all study timetables two months ago. Ron had decided last night, in Harry’s absence that he’d better start following his and Harry hadn’t put up any kind of protest, as Neville had been sitting at the table next to theirs.

“Well, don’t you think that-“ Ron cast a quick glance at Neville, who seemed to be deep in Quidditch tactics with Seamus “- this woman, and Sirius, and him ignoring her and her being two years below him and stuff, doesn’t it sound familiar?”

“Ron!” Hermione exclaimed, as she cast a quick glance at Harry, whose face had a closed expression, and his eyes were cold. Ron, finally, seemed to become aware of this aswell, because he quickly tried to back track.

“The rest of my sentence, was going to be ‘aren’t you glad you paid attention before you turned 40 Harry?’”

Harry gave a quick, relieved smile. You could always count on Ron to put his foot in it, only to have to pull it out again, which was always a slow and painful process. It was guaranteed to lighten the darkest of moods.

“Yeah, well, I kinda felt sorry for Sirius. It’d be nice if he, you know, got out a bit more. He’s been free for nearly two years now and still doesn’t like to be in public places away from Hogwarts much. No one sneers at him anymore, but they stare, and look sort of pitiful, which makes him more mad I think.”

“It’d drive me bloody bonkers.”

“Took you long enough to realise that being famous for tragedy isn’t all it’s cracked up to be though, didn’t it?”

Hermione had finally spoken, and the tone of her voice said that she hadn’t forgiven Ron for being so tactless, even though Harry had. It also meant that those two would likely start bickering soon, and it wasn’t something he cared to be a party to.

“I might get to Defence Against the Dark Arts early, see if I can get something out of Sirius, without letting him know that I was wandering the halls alone at night, let alone spying on him. Wish me luck!”

Neither of his friends wished him luck, or even seemed to notice that he’d spoken at all, so caught up were they in their argument. They’d been so nice to each other after their break up, Harry was almost relieved to see them getting back to what they do best. It didn’t mean he wanted to sit there and listen though.

Harry was surprised to find Sirius already sitting at his desk. But not at all surprised to see that he looked like he hadn’t gotten one minute of sleep last night. He seemed small and defeated, like a little boy really. It made Harry uncomfortable to see him like that, and he was sure he wouldn’t be witnessing it, if Sirius knew he was there. He cleared his throat and spoke.

“Have you got a minute for me?”

“I’ve got twenty of them before class, would you like them all?”

“Ha ha.” Harry gave a small smile. “I wanted to ask you a few questions, you know, about Ms Abbot.”

“Oh? What about Ms Abbot?” 

Harry noticed that Sirius kept his voice deliberately casual.

“Well, she’s Neville’s Aunty, right?” Sirius gave a small nod but said nothing. “So why does Neville have to stay with his Gran, where he’s always compared to his dad and other people in his family and miserable?”

“Well, that will take up more of the 15 minutes we have left before class starts, so I’ll compress it. Frank Longbottom was always the favourite child, Nicky was a bit like Neville until her fourth year, where she started excelling. But by then, their mother had done the damage and their relationship was basically over. I remember Frank telling me and your dad about the horrible fights they’d have and try to put him in the middle. I don’t even remember seeing Nicky when Neville’s parents got married. I know Alice, Neville’s mum, tried to reconcile them, but they were both too stubborn and too hurt, and they’d waited too long. Anyway, when Frank and Alice were tortured, Nicky became an Auror. No matter what happened between her and her mother, she loved her brother, and took to Alice like a real sister. Her and, I’m assuming, her husband, tried to gain custody of Neville, but Neville’s Gran wouldn’t hear of it, and is named as legal guardian anyway. I reckon Nicky thought it would be nice, for Neville and Hannah to grow up as brother and sister, but her mum fought, Neville had just effectively lost his parents because they were Aurors and she didn’t want him to have to go through that again. Even though you’d supposedly defeated Voldemort, he had a strong band of followers out there still, which is what happened to Frank and Alice. And Nicky’s husband, I found out last night. As far as I know, not that I can tell you much, being in Azkaban, Neville doesn’t even know he has an Aunty, let alone a cousin in his year.”

Harry had listened intently, and hadn’t realised that Hermione and Ron had entered the classroom too, and had heard the last bit about Neville. 

“Do you think she’ll tell him, while she’s here?”

Harry jumped at the sound of Hermione’s voice. 

“I don’t know, that’s up to Nicky now isn’t it. You three had better take your seats, everyone will be here shortly.”

Defence Against the Dark Arts went by in a blur for Harry. He really felt for Neville, who didn’t even know that he had two family members in the castle right now, and for Hannah Abbot, who had never gotten to know her Gran. Harry knew what it was like to wonder, and he thought Neville and Hannah had a right to know that they had family, especially with a war underway. The bell rang and Harry, Ron and Hermione left the classroom, all so deep in thought that they smacked into Fred and George, who had been standing outside the door.

“Oh, that’s nice that is,” said Fred.

“I’ll say, we walk all the way here to say hello, and have to leave with bruises.”

“What are you two doing here?”

“Kids these days, Gred, no respect.”

“I know Feorge, back in the good old days…”

“We don’t have all day you know.” Hermione said, trying and failing to keep the amusement out of her voice.

“Well.” Fred said, glancing from left to right to make sure no one else was listening. “We’re here to be questioned by one Ms. Abbot.”

“Why is she bothering you two?”

“She’ll bother everyone Ron, even you, me, Harry and Ginny. It’s her job.”

Ron and Hermione were obviously still tense from breakfast.

“Why would she question Harry?” George asked incredulously.

“Because, why shouldn’t she?”

“She questioned me last night Hermione. For three hours. We do have a free class now, right?”

“Honestly Harry, if we didn’t, do you think I’d be standing here, happily chatting away?”

Harry laughed aloud at that.

“Good point Hermione, I’m gonna go be alone for a bit. Think about stuff. Why don’t you two-“ he stared pointedly at his friends “- take a nice, relaxing walk.”

“Oh, I couldn’t! There are only four months before exams.”

“C’mon miss Granger, we win 2 to 1, let’s go for a walk.”

“Oh alright, but not for long, ok?”

Ron rolled his eyes, the twins grinned their evil grins and Harry laughed a little as he walked away from everyone. He was going to go up to his dorm, sit on his bed with the curtains closed and think about everything that was going on. As if it wasn’t enough that he was going to be the one to kill Voldemort, that he was going to commit murder, but he had a spy, he had wandless magic, he had Tai Chi and Yoga, he had Ginny, though he hated to admit that she was still on his mind, he had his godfather, and to top it all off, he hadn’t been into the realm since well before Christmas. If time didn’t slow down when he was in there, he’d go right now. Every good thing in his life had a drawback, Harry thought grimly. He tried to shake off his mood as he approached the Fat Lady and gave the password. He was glad that it didn’t worry Ron and Hermione when he wanted to be by himself anymore, and though his bed was pretty much the only place where they’d actually physically leave him alone, neither of them tried to force conversation out of him, and Hermione had stopped asking every ten seconds if everything was alright when he was feeling quiet.

“Harry!”

“Oh, hi Ginny. What are you doing here?”

“Sprout cancelled our class cause of the snow.”

“Really? Excellent, that means I’ve got the next lesson off too.”

“Yeah? Me too, listen, can I have a word?”

“Sure. Is there something wrong?”

“No, it’s just that Mum sent an owl, about me possibly getting questioned by some Auror. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

Ginny was looking at him as if she knew that he was in some way responsible, and he’d totally forgotten that she had no idea about a spy in the Order or anything.

“Actually I would. Maybe we should… look, this is going to sound really really odd, but the 6th years boys dorm’s empty and I don’t want to talk about this where someone could overhear us. Wanna meet me there in about ten minutes?”

Harry was both pleased and mortified when Ginny blushed bright red. Between the two of them, they could set fire to something with the heat that was surely coming off their faces. He watched as Ginny nodded slightly and then he made his way upstairs. At least they both knew that he would never invite her up here unless there was good reason. Still, he sure hoped Ron and Hermione took a long walk around the lake, even if Hermione didn’t want to. It came to the forefront of his mind, only to be ruthlessly pushed to the side, that the last time Ginny had been in his bedroom, she had fled after seeing him in underwear.

“You’ve known this, since Voldemort posessed you? And you didn’t tell anyone? Harry, that was nearly two months ago!”

“Well, I told Ron and Sirius on Christmas Day, and I just figured that Ron would tell Hermione and then Sirius made me tell Dumbledore, and he told your parents.”

“Oh, I see. So the only person who doesn’t know all our lives are in danger, is me. Why Harry? Poor little Ginny can’t cope with the big bad truth, is that it?”

“No Ginny, it’s not like that at all. I know you can cope, it was me who thought you should come into the Order, remember?  It honestly just slipped my mind.”

It seemed that Ginny was in the mood for a fight, because she still had her arms crossed, she still had a cold look in her eye, and she was still pulling the face that Mrs Weasley pulled when one of her children were doing something she’d strictly forbidden.

“That’s nice, that is. Thanks very much for nothing, Harry, I thought we were supposed to be friends.”

“Oh give me a break Ginny, do you have ANY idea how much I have on my mind right now? I’ve got so much going on its not funny.”

“I do have a fair idea, yes, the only thing you’re going through that I’m not is the fact that you’re the one who has to kill Voldemort. But that’s not entirely true either, because if everything goes to plan, you certainly won’t be doing it on your own. On top of that, I’ve got my OWLs coming up, and you’ve only got normal exams. And I would never, ever think of leaving you out Harry. Imagine finding something important out weeks after everybody else you know, imagine how hurt, upset, angry you’d be. You’d stop talking to all of us, withdraw-“ Ginny stopped talking. She didn’t have a choice. Harry was kissing her. He stopped, too soon, and she drew breath, savouring the feel of his lips on hers for the first time in seven months, before kicking him hard in the shin.

“Don’t you ever try shutting me up like that again, Harry Potter. I know you don’t want to be with me, for whatever reason, and doing what you just did is more hurtful than any-“ Ginny sounded like she was choking and Harry looked up to see tears in her eyes. He hadn’t thought before kissing her, he hadn’t had a coherent thought in his head as she’d ranted at him. Now all he could feel was regret.

“Ginny, I’m sorry. That was unforgiveable of me.”

“Not entirely unforgiveable, Harry, but it might take a while.”

Harry wondered if they’d ever get together, or if either of them even wanted to anymore. He didn’t even know if he was going to survive the battle with Voldemort, whenever it was going to take place. 

“Look, Ginny. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, that none of us told you, but you know now, and I promise to try to remember that you’re as deeply involved in all of this as me, Ron and Hermione. I guess it takes some getting used to, it was the three of us through so much…” Harry let his sentence fall and cast a sidelong look at Ginny. It jolted him to see her playing with her bottom lip, and he hoped she was thinking about him, before he shook it off.

“It’s alright Harry.” She placed a friendly hand on his arm. “Really, it’s ok, I understand. I better get downstairs til Ron, or any of the boys really, come back. I’ll see you at lunch.”

Harry watched her go and wondered, again, if they’d ever be together. 

“He did what?!?”

Harry looked over to where Hermione and Ginny were sitting near the fire as he and Ron continued with their homework. Ginny had approached them ten minutes ago, averting Harry’s eye and asking in a quiet voice if she could speak to Hermione. Harry had felt a squirm in his stomach, which only increased at Hermione’s outcry and Ginny blushing as she cast him a quick glance. He shouldn’t have kissed her. He still didn’t know why he did. But he had, and that was that. She didn’t have to kick him in the shin, either.

“What are they talking about?” Ron asked, curiously. Harry startled, forgetting that he wasn’t alone. He forced the squirming to slow and tried to answer casually.

“I dunno, I don’t reckon Ginny would tell me about boys anymore.”

Ron scoffed, he still sometimes spoke about Harry punching Dean, usually when Dean was also in the dormitory with them. All five boys laughed about it now and Harry copped a fair bit of teasing for his overreaction.

“Nah, I don’t reckon she would. Oh, by the way, Hermione and I saw Sirius having what Hermione called a ‘heated discussion’ on our way back from the lake today.”

“Really? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Well, it was lunch wasn’t it?” Ron said, as if that explained everything.

“Did you hear what they were talking about?”

“Nah, they’re voices were really quiet. But Sirius stormed off this time, not Ms Abbot.”

“I wonder what that all means.”

“I dunno, but it doesn’t matter what pretty girly name Hermione puts on it, it was a row if you ask me.”

“Hmm, we’ll see what Sirius looks like at dinner. Ms Abbot won’t be there, no one’s supposed to know about her.”

“Bit hard to tell Neville she’s his aunty then, isn’t it?”

Luckily, Harry saw Neville coming, and instead of falling into an uncomfortable silence, which happened to him all the time when he approached almost anyone.

“7am again Ron?”

If he was going to pull his best friend out of a sticky situation, he was going to enjoy it. And ever reliable Neville was going to help him do it.

“What’s at 7am?”

“Ron’s scheduled another Practice for Sunday morning at 7am. He was going to announce it at practice tonight.”

“Two weekend practices Ron?” Neville sounded much like he would have liked to have said something else too, though didn’t trust himself.

“You can call him a git if you like Neville.”

“I know who I’d like to call a git.” Ron said through gritted teeth. Harry had played for three years under the captaincy of Oliver Wood and was well used to getting up early on weekends for something as simple as Quidditch practice. Ron, on the other hand, had been scheduling night time practices because he didn’t like getting up early, even for school. He didn’t even listen to Harry when he said dusk practices were useless as most games started at 11. 

“Can’t we make it a little later on Sunday?”

“Nope, our captain’s very dedicated, aren’t you Weasley?”

Harry was trying very hard to hide his laugh.

“Yeah, dedicated. I think our Seeker should get up at five to check the pitch conditions and get the balls out and all that.”

“As if you’ll be awake before 6:58 to find out whether or not I did that.”

“Yeah well, dinner and then practice. Oi, you two,” Ron called to Hermione and Ginny. “Are you going to have dinner with us, or sit there all night?”

“Well, can’t very well sit here all night. I have Quidditch practice, and the captain’s a real prat this year, whoever chose him needs their head read.”

“Thank you miss Weasley.”

Ron and Harry had both tried to gesture to Ginny that Professor McGonnogall was standing behind her, but they couldn’t very well flap their arms about. Ginny had lost all the colour in her face as she turned to the stern Transfiguration professor.

“Oh, I was really just having a go at my brother, Professor, I wasn’t meaning anything-“

“It’s quite alright Miss Weasly. There will be no Quidditch practice this evening. I suggest you all go to dinner. Mr Potter, if I could speak to you?”

“Of course.”

Harry felt both Hermione and Ginny touch his hand as he walked past them. Felt Ron’s eyes on the back of his neck. He followed the professor out of the portrait hole and down the stairs, the squirming in his stomach back in full force. This was the worst part of the war, this long, long walk to Dumbledore’s office. Harry wondered if it had always felt like that, that the way to Dumbledore’s office might make his legs fall off, the distance seemed so far. He didn’t think he had, and he didn’t truly think that this was the worst part of the war.

It came to Harry’s attention that they weren’t going to Dumbledore’s office at all. They were heading to a part of the castle that Harry had never been to before. Somewhere along the way, they passed the Muggle studies classroom and Harry realised they were on the west side of the castle. He didn’t ask where they were going, trusting Professor McGonnogall and assuming that he was being taken to Ms Abbot for questioning.  Up and down some stairs they went, Harry was getting very irritable. He thought that, surely, the questioning could have been done after dinner. 

“Professor McGonnogall?”

There was no answer from the woman in front of him and Harry started to feel a little uncomfortable about the situation. The pair continued there way downstairs, to a whole set of dungeons that Harry had never seen before. 

“Why are they questioning us down here?”

Again, Professor McGonogall didn’t answer. The dungeons where the Slytherin common room was and where Potions were held always felt cold and lifeless to Harry. However, in comparison to where he was now, they were a tropical paradise. The chill in these dungeons seeped right through to Harry’s bones, and the sludge he could see on parts of the floor made his stomach turn. They came to a cell, where everything became clear to Harry, for there, lying on the floor was Professor McGonnogall.

The one who had led him down there in the first place stared maliciously and pulled his wand, disarming Harry before he had a chance to even blink. 

“Get in there with her and shut your mout boy.” Harry was pushed roughly into the cell, where he fell to his knees beside the Transfiguration professor. Harry knew, that if he could connect to Ron and Hermione’s rings, they’ll know he’s in trouble. The problem was, he had to feel real distress, which was a strong and negative emotion. If he were to do this, he was taking the risk of allowing Voldemort to control him again. His gaze moved over the real McGonogall, who was lying on her side, a large wound at her temple and her robes crumpled around her knees. Harry knew she would be mortified that he had seen her like this, and so he did the first thing that came to mind. He leant over her crumpled body and gently pulled down her robes so that they reached her ankles once more. Then, he took off his jumper, rolled it into a ball and placed it under her head, cringing as he found yet another bloody wound there, and contemplated what to do next. There were so many maybes, maybe Voldemort could posess when he knew that he was going to be angry at that point, maybe he could send out distressed signals with his head, but use the Tai Chi Remus had taught him so far to tamper down his emotions. He tried to ignore his professors voice, coming at him nastily and menacingly through the bars.

“Not all you’re cracked up to be are you Potter?”

Harry crossed his legs and shut his eyes, he would be making it too obvious were he to stand and move, which was a major part of the meditation he was trying to achieve.

“All this more powerful than Dumbledore business, load of crap if you ask me.”

Harry sent out his thoughts to the world.

Help me, not McGonogall, Polyjuice, Marauders Map. Help me, not McGonogall, Polyjuice, Marauders Map.

He repeated the chant in his head, praying that one of his friends, so far away in the Great Hall, heard his pleas, or that they noticed a slight burning on their ring fingers, and alerted Dumbledore or Sirius. 
“Where’s your posse now Potter? Quite alone, aren’t you?” 
This made Harry angry, and before he could control himself, he surged to his feet to stare down his headmistress. It was surreal. His voice was deadly calm. 
“I will never be alone.” 
He felt the anger and trampled on it, he couldn’t afford to lose himself, sure now that that’s exactly what this person, whoever they were, wanted. 
Professor McGonnogall laughed mockingly. 
"Oh no? Never? What about at this very moment?" 
Harry decided that the best bet was to keep this person talking, he had noticed that they had not had a drink of anything, and that it had been about half an hour since they had taken Harry out of the common room. Only half an hour to go before he would find out who this person was. 
"Are you the spy then?" 
Another harsh laugh. 
"Oh, well done Potter. How long did it take you to cotton on to that." 
"Dumbledore will find you, and Sirius will see you dead for hurting me." 
Laughter again, though this time it was mocking. 
"Oh really, I'm shaking in my boots Potter, I really am. A muggle-loving fool and a convicted criminal who spent his formative years wasting away in a prison? Scary." 
"Well, I haven't gotten around to Ron Weasley and Hermione Granger yet, nor what either of them will do to you when they find me. Not to mention how Hermione will react when she sees what you've done to her beloved mentor." 
Something flickered across the person's face, something like fear, as Harry mentioned his two friends. It was gone as quickly as it came as the kidnapper scoffed. 
"A bumbling fool and a know it all mudblood. You have such champions in your circle Potter, it's a wonder you'd made it this far." 
"You won't be calling Ron names when your nose is splattered across your face. And muggle born or no, Hermione's the cleverest, most outstanding witch this school has seen in a long time. I'd be scared, if I were you."

“Well, then, it’s lucky you’re not me. There is no room here to be afraid. My master wants you, out of his way Potter. I’m only sorry he has to do it himself, otherwise you would have been dead months ago.”

“Your master? You sound like a dog.” Harry’s voice was laced with contempt. “I don’t understand people like you.” Keep him talking Harry. “You’re lost, looking for leadership, ok. But to betray Dumbledore, to cause the death of innocent lives, to destroy families. I don’t know how you live with yourself.”

“Yes well, like I said, it’s lucky you’re not me.”

“I’ll say. The worst thing in the world for a Gryffindor is cowardice.”

Harry could have hit himself. As he’d thought of Gryffidor, the faces of his housemates swam before his eyes. Hermione’s was most prominent. He was going to scare this imposter, this pathetic excuse, until he or she was so scared they were begging.

Harry closed his eyes and unlocked himself.

“This person to scare

I stir the air

Without wand, without fear

A strong wind from there to here.”

Harry felt it lift his hair, and wished briefly that his jumper wasn’t lying under Professor McGonnogall’s head. He was satisfied when his kidnapper stared wildly around and took a few steps back. They’d obviously seen Harry’s lips move, they knew who was responsible.

“Pretty cool trick isn’t it?” Harry said cockily. “You can thank my muggle born mother and my muggle born best friend for that. Want some more?”

Harry closed his eyes once again and unlocked himself a second time. He held his hands out before him.

“A fire in hand

To scare this man

Without heat, without burn

Go to him now and then return.”

It was the rhyming that stumped Harry when it came to wandless magic. Hermione told them that what they said for the small things wasn’t really important, only that it should rhyme. The important bit was to visualise what it was you wanted to happen, and to unlock yourself so that it was as natural as breathing. Harry wacthed with something akin to fascination as the ball of fire sailed almost lazily over to the man, who was now shaking and shivering as he watched it come before him. It didn’t occur to Harry to realise that he was no longer looking at Professor McGonnogall. The hour was up. He watched as Mundungus Fletcher fled the ball of fire and up towards the stair way leading out of the dungeons. As he left Harry’s line of site, Harry summoned the fire back towards him, extinguishing it with a flick of his wrist. It was then that he heard the crash and saw Fletchers robe spread out behind him as he landed with a thud. It was with relief that he heard Ginny and Hermione’s outcry of “Ron!” and “Sirius!” and with a much larger feeling when he heard Dumbledore chuckle. No, he would never be alone.

“Over here! It’s Professor McGonnogall she needs help.”

Hermione was the first to reach the cell, and Harry was waiting and waiting for her to open the cell with her wand. She stared at him, and then McGonnogall and then back to Harry. This went on until Ron tapped her on the shoulder and she unlocked the door. Harry was wrapped up by Sirius as soon as he left the cell and held tightly, he felt Dumbledore’s hand on his shoulder as he walked towards McGonnogall, conjured a stretcher and handed Harry back his jumper. He pulled back from Sirius to see Hermione approach the fallen body of Fletcher. She stood over him for a moment before Harry heard her voice.

“Oh, awake are you?” Hermione pulled her foot back and kicked the man square in the ribs. Hard. “Hope it hurts. Have fun in Azkaban.”

Ron and Harry stood with open mouths. Hermione seemed to pick up on the fact that they were surprised at her violence.

“Oh honestly. I slapped Malfoy square across the face in third year and all he did was say something nasty about Hagrid. How did you expect me to react when one of you was actually physically harmed.”

“I love you.” Ron said.

“Yeah me too.” Harry grinned at Ron as he said it, wondering how he’d react to his best friend telling his girlfriend he loved her.

“Ooohh. All this mush after all this stress.” Hermione was hugging both of them and Harry caught Ginny’s eye and winked at her over Hermione’s shoulder. Dumbledore cleared his throat.

“Sirius, if you could see the students up to my office? I believe I’ll escort Minerva to the hospital wing.”

“Of course Professor. Shall I also alert Ms Abbot that we have the spy?”

Dumbledore simply nodded as they silently made their way up the stairs and out of the rank dungeons. Sirius heaved Fletcher roughly to his feet, body binded him and dragged him up the stairs by the back of his collar. He didn’t look like a menacing kidnapper now that he was himself again, but still in Professor McGonnogall’s robes. Harry almost took pity on him. Almost. Being dragged up the stairs was better than what Harry had said Sirius would do.
“Harry? Did you do wandless magic? Just, we saw a ball of fire…”

“Umm, yeah, I did. At first I kept him talking, tried to find out some stuff. Then I called him a coward, basically, and thought of the Gryffindors. Which brought me to you guys, which made me think of wandless magic. I wanted to scare him, I stirred the air too, and that fireball, it wasn’t hot, I made it deliberately so that it wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

“That’s really impressive Harry, and it’s just given me an idea.”

Xxx “Wicked, I love it when Hermione gets ideas.”

Hermione smiled.

“I love it when I can’t tell you what it is yet.”

“I take that back. I hate it when Hermione gets ideas.”

“He didn’t hurt you, did he Harry?”

Ginny’s voice was quiet and hardly echoed down the hall. She was pale and Harry noticed that her hands were shaking. He took one of her hands and gave it a light squeeze, before letting it go again.

“No, he didn’t, he still has my wand though. Oi! Sirius! Wait up a sec.” Harry took a few running steps forward where Sirius had stopped. He looked at Fletcher. Only his eyes were moving, frantically from side to side, Harry smiled smugly.

“I’d be thankful your nose is still intact, and that you’re still alive… If I were you.”

Dumbledore’s office was warm and cozy, and even though it was only 7:30 Harry wanted to curl up on one of the arm chairs and go to sleep. Two Aurors, one Tonks, who had bubble gum pink hair and was young and another man, Kingsley or something had come and picked Fletcher up. Harry liked Tonks, she had treated Sirius properly, as if she knew him. Kingsley was a little more reserved towards Sirius, much as Ms Abbot had been, without the bitterness. Either way they were gone now, and unless Harry was to become an Auror himself, he was never going to see them again. Ms Abbot was still at Hogwarts, to get the whole story for her report. Harry had told his half, now it was Ron, Hermione and Ginny’s turn.

“And I suppose you three knew Harry was in danger, because of those brilliant rings of yours?”

“Rings?” Ms Abbot said.

“Yes, Nicky, Ginny gave three rings to Harry for his birthday the year before last, which become warm and glow a certain colour for each person if one of them is in trouble, feeling distressed. The three of them, in turn, gave her one, I’ve yet to see one of them without it on since.”

“Ingenious idea.” Ms Abbot sounded seriously impressed. “Did you charm them yourself Ginny?” 

“Umm, no, my brother did, Percy.”

“Aaahh, yes, Percy Weasley. So the rings grew warm and the three of you approached the main table. And then?”

Hermione looked to Ron and Ginny, who both nodded, and spoke.

“Well, Ms Abbot, that’s just it. The rings didn’t go warm or glow green, which is Harry’s colour. We were eating dinner, wondering what Professor McGonnogall wanted that couldn’t wait until after dinner, when Ginny jolted in her chair. She said it wasn’t the Professor who had Harry, that we had to help, it was someone under Polyjuice potion.” Harry was grateful when Hermione left out his bit about the Marauders Map.

“And how did you know all of this Miss Weasley.” 

Harry sat forward in his chair, very interested in the answer.

“I heard him say it in my head.”

Still her voice was quiet, as if she was afraid they’d tell her she’d lost it and they were shipping off to St Mungos at any minute.

“Say that he needed help?”

“I think I said, Help me, Not McGonnogall and Polyjuice. Is that what you heard Ginny?”

“Did you shout it out Mr Potter.”

“No I didn’t. I don’t know if this is in your files, Ms Abbot, but shortly before Christmas, a former student made me angry. Angry to the point where Voldemort had the power to take control of my body.”

“Yes, we are aware of that.”

“Good, well, when I was down in the Dungeon, I tried to control my distress and still let my friends know that I was in trouble, so I meditated.”

“You meditated?” Ms Abbot controlled the amusement in her voice as much as she could. Sirius jumped to Harry’s defence.

“He meditates, because if he can’t control his emotions, Voldemort posesses him. What exactly is there to laugh about in that situation?” 

“Umm, nothing Sirius, nothing at all.”

“Then I suggest you keep any amusement or smugness out of your voice when you’re speaking with my godson.”

“I think we should continue. Harry is yet to eat dinner. That means he will have to sneak down to the kitchens, hence breaking school rules. I’d prefer he only need break one, and not break school curfew.”

Harry felt more than heard Ginny’s giggle beside him.

“Yes, so I meditated and sent that message out.”

“How?”

“I thought it.”

“You thought it?”

“He did, yes, four times.”

And so it was that the Order, the four of them, and Ginny’s Element connection to Harry was explained in full detail to Ms Abbot. After they had her word that none of it would enter her report. The students were dismissed, and Harry asked if he could speak to Sirius outside for a moment.

“So Ms Abbot’s going home tomorrow, back to her job?”

“I assume so yes. Why?”

“Cause we think you should ask her out again.”

“You think- again?! Harry, anything I should know?”

“Nope. Are you going to ask her?”

“Harry, I don’t think-“

“Good, it was thinking that got you in trouble in the first place. Ron and Hermione think you should do it.”

“Is there anyone in the castle who doesn’t know I asked Nicky to drinks?”

“There’s only 5 people who know. Are you going to ask her?”

“Have you been following me around the castle?”

“Sirius, are you going to ask her, or not? You know, I thought I waited forever with Ginny. It’s the same, you and Ms Abbot just worse, cause it only took me 5 years.”

“Harry, please, this is embarrassing.”

“Look, Sirius, I’m really tired, and I want to know if you’re gonna ask again her not so just spit it out.”

“Look, I don’t know, alright. I’m not really willing to put myself in that situation a second time.”

“Well, it’d be pretty stupid not to if you ask me.”

“Sod off Potter.”

Harry let out a laugh then, a great barking laugh that sounded eerily like Siriuses. He then swaggered away and rejoined his friends.

“Do you guys want to come down to the kitchens with me then?”

“Stupid question really.” Ron said, drily.

“Do you think he’ll ask her again Harry?”

“I don’t know Hermione, he said he didn’t want to.”

“Maybe you should butt in some more and talk to her before she goes tomorrow. She likes you, she might listen.”

“Oh yeah Ron, sure. ‘Hey, Ms Abbot, why don’t you just go out with Sirius, give him a chance. I know how you were obsessed with him at school, cause I heard you say that while I was spying on you both after you met me for the first time.’”

Harry scoffed, expecting at least Hermione to laugh with him. He was wrong.

“It’s not actually a bad idea. You could tell her you wanted to say goodbye, and casually wonder if Sirius had been by to see her before she left.”

“She’s an Auror! She’s didn’t get what she is for being stupid.”

“Maybe she is a bit stupid when it comes to Sirius though. I’m sure adult women don’t react like that when a good looking man asks them to drinks under normal circumstances.”

Harry stopped in his tracks and stared at Ginny.

“What?” She said, puzzled.

“You think Sirius is good looking?!” Harry couldn’t help but be disgusted. He was old enough to be her father.

“Of course he is.”

“Hermione? Help! Ginny thinks Sirius is good looking, tell her he isn’t.”

“But that’d be lying Harry, and I don’t lie to my friends.”

It was Ron’s turn to stare this stare.

“What?!?”

“Well, he is. I’m sure if he got out more, he’d have women drooling over him.”

“That’s just wrong that is.” Harry said.

“Hehe, Harry, I’m sure I’d react the same if someone said these things about my dad.” Harry looked relieved. “Only difference is,” Hermione continued, her eyes sparking. “My dad isn’t dead sexy.”

Ginny let out a howl of laughter and the two girls made there way into the kitchens after tickling the pear, leaving the boys staring behind them.

“All I can say, Harry, is that I’m really glad my dad’s going bald and stuff.”

Harry rolled his eyes.

“Girls are just dumb, Sirius surely isn’t dead sexy… is he?”

“Bloody hell, Harry, how am I supposed to know?” 

The following day found Harry outside the staff room at 8am. He didn’t know what time Ms Abbot was leaving, so he’d gotten up especially early to wait for her. He wanted to be anywhere else but where he was, but Hermione and Ron had convinced to give Ms Abbot a go. He obviously wasn’t going to get anywhere with Sirius, and though he didn’t understand why his friends seemed so determined to get Sirius a girlfriend he couldn’t say he didn’t like it. They cared about Sirius almost as much as Harry did. Hermione, because she’d played such a major role in his rescue and Ron, because he saw them as similar in a lot of ways. 

After about 45 minutes, Harry heard the staff room door open, and turned around in trepidation.

“Hello, Harry.” Ms Abbot said. “What do I owe the pleasure.”

“Oh, umm, I just wanted to say bye, and to thank you for coming all the to Hogwarts to help the Order.”

“How lovely, I was just going to see Dumbledore but it can wait. Would you like to come in?”

“Err, professor Snape isn’t there is he?”

“No?”

“Ok then.” Harry said and waited for her to walk back through the door. She led him up a set of stairs that ended in a long hallway. Harry felt as if they walked forever before Ms Abbot finally stopped at a door. 

Harry entered the room feeling very nervous, he had no idea what he was supposed to say and he knew he’d be mortified if someone tried to do with Ginny what he was about to do.

“Would you like a tea, Harry?”

Harry startled at the sound of her voice and she gave him a funny look as she waited for his answer.

“Umm, yeah, that’d be nice, thanks.”

“How do you have it?”

“Just two sugars thanks.”

There was an awkward silence as Ms Abbot made the tea.

“Have you seen a lot of Hannah since you arrived?”

“Yes, I’ve had all meals with her, and she’s slept here sometimes.”

“Oh.” Of course, good one Potter, Harry thought to himself. “How did you become an Auror?” Harry could have kicked himself. She had become an Auror because her husband had been murdered and her brother and his wife tortured into insanity. 

“Has Sirius not told you then?”

Harry went bright red at her question. What was he supposed to say to that? He decided that the truth was best.

“Yes. And I’m really sorry for asking…”

“That’s ok. It was a long time ago.” Ms Abbot passed him his tea. “You didn’t come here just to say goodbye, did you Harry?”

Harry squirmed into his seat and studied his tea for a while before answering.

“Umm, no, not exactly. How did you know?”

“I’m sure you’ve heard this before but you have your mothers eyes, and she could never hide her feelings either.”

“I told Ron and Hermione you didn’t get where you were by being…” Harry searched for the word that could replace stupid “… imperceptive.”

“That was kind of you. Now, let’s get down to business shall we? What would you really like to know?” 

The directness of her gaze strangely comforted Harry, instead of making him uneasy. Though it didn’t make what he wanted to say any easier. He decided after another awkward pause to just spit it out.

“I’m sorry, I know it doesn’t have anything to do with me, but why won’t you go out with Sirius? I mean- to drinks, or whatever.”

Harry watched with dismay as the friendliness of her face was replaced so quickly with no emotion whatsoever that Harry wasn’t sure if it had been there in the first place.

“He sent you here, didn’t he?”

“No!” For Ms Abbot to ask him that was the last thing he was expecting and he was cursing his own stupidity as he tried to cover his tracks. “Do you mind if I tell you a story? It might help you understand what I’m doing here.”

“Do I have a choice?” 

Harry took this as a yes and plunged in. He didn’t want anyone thinking the worst of Sirius, but he wanted even less for this woman.

“Ginny Weasley has liked me since she was ten.” Harry was surprised at how easy it was to talk to Ms Abbot about Ginny, what he was about to say was known to everyone but had never been allowed. “I remember her begging Mrs Weasley to let her get on the Hogwarts Express to come and meet me as I started my first year here. I became best friends with Ron. Him and his twin brothers, Fred and George came and rescued me from my Aunt and Uncles house in the summer before second year, and even though I was in the same house as her, I didn’t notice she was there. Even when I saved her from the Chamber of Secrets at the end of that year, I didn’t see her as anything else than Ron’s sister.” Harry took a sip of tea and watched Ms Abbot carefully. Her face had lost some of the emotionless now and he could tell she was listening intently. “She was young, and someone to be protected simply because she was a Weasley and they had done so much for me. I continued to ignore her, even though I knew she had a crush on me. I was careful not to talk to her, simply because it made me uncomfortable. It wasn’t until Siriuses trial, where she put her feelings aside to help me, that I realised how special she was. We became friends. My point is, Ms Abbot, you didn’t have a trial of the most important adult in Siriuses life, where that person could be taken from him forever, to show how good you are. Ginny had helped me through one of the hardest moments, knowing full well I’d deliberately ignored her, simply because I was her brothers best friend, which made me special. She didn’t see Harry Potter or the Boy Who Lived, she saw someone in pain who needed support. We were together for four months in my fifth year, because she had given me the chance to get to know her. We’re friends now, but Ms Abbot, if something happened, that took me away from everything for 12 years, I would die if she didn’t give me a second chance when I finally saw her again. It would literally kill me.” Harry tried to keep the fire out of his voice and failed. “And not because I went out with her when I was 15, maybe it would take me twenty years to see how special she was. She was obsessed with me, in a way, and I’m not being conceited. She had grown up hearing stories about me. But she didn’t know me for who I was until we became friends. Maybe, if you could get past the hurt, you could get to know Sirius too. He’s not cold hearted, he didn’t ask you to drinks because he was malicious. He’s sincerely interested in you.” Harry sat back, his empty tea cup resting on his leg, and waited for her reaction.

“If he didn’t send you here, how do you know about my crush? Or the fact that he even asked me to drinks?”

Harry felt the heat rise in his face as he squirmed, once again, in his seat. When Sirius found out what they had done, and Harry was certain he would somehow, Harry could say goodbye to enjoying having his godfather at Hogwarts.

“I promise you Ms Abbot, he didn’t send me here. Ron Weasley and Hermione Granger did.” If he was going to have to suffer Siriuses wrath, Ron and Hermione will be with him 100%, whether they liked it or not.

“That’s all well and good Harry, but how did you know all that about me?”

Harry took a deep breath and imagined himself as best man at Siriuses wedding, which, although a ludicrous thought that made him smile inwardly, gave him the courage to say what needed to be said.

“The first night you were here, I noticed that you were different towards Sirius than anyone else. I didn’t go into Gryffindor tower after you dropped me off. I followed you. I’m sorry, I wanted to know if we could trust you or not and as far as I’m concerned, anyone who acted differently towards Sirius isn’t to be trusted.”

“You broke school rules to protect Sirius?”

Harry nodded, wondering if Ms Abbot was going to tell Dumbledore about his midnight wanderings and feeling distinctly more uncomfortable than he had when he’d told his story.

“You truly are your fathers son Harry. Both James and Lily would have gone to the greatest lengths to protect the people they care about, no matter the consequences.”

Harry nodded again, seemingly unable to speak, although he still had a lot of questions. He watched Ms Abbot carefully, as she seemed to be thinking a few things over, before returning to looking at his now boring tea cup.

“How about this, Harry?” He raised his eyes at the friendly, almost casual tone in Ms Abbot’s voice, “Because I didn’t catch you sneaking behind me in the corridors, which proves that you’re better than an Auror, I will have drinks with Sirius-“ Harry jumped to his feet, his tea cup falling with a thud on the carpeted floor.

“Really? You will?”

“Yes, but there’s a drawback, Harry. Sirius has a right to know that you’ve intereferred this way, and it will be you to tell him. In return, I won’t tell Professer Dumbledore that you risked your life walking the halls alone at night. And if your godfather is as arrogant and conceited as he seemed to be in Hogwarts, I don’t want you getting your hopes up. Understand?”

“Yes Ms Abbot.” Harry grinned at the small blonde woman. If Ginny and Hermione were right, then she still had feelings for Sirius, and Sirius wouldn’t have bothered asking her out in the first place if he didn’t have feelings for her. He’d told Harry over hot chocolate one night that now that he was fourty, he was looking to settle down with someone. Harry had squirmed then too, but he knew Sirius wouldn’t waste his time with this woman unless he thought it was going to turn into something serious. He was sure that he had done something good today, and when Ms Abbot asked him if he had anything else he wanted to talk about, he thought he’d take his good deeds one step further.

“Actually, there is. Neville is miserable living with his Gran. I’m sure he knows she loves him or something, but he’s constantly compared to his dad there and he’s not exactly what we’d call Auror material. I think it would make him very happy if he knew he had a cousin right here at Hogwarts.” Harry took another deep breath and waited for the reaction this time. Ms Abbot had consistently surprised him this morning and he no longer knew what to expect from her. She stared at him, her face pale.

“You’re friends with Neville?”

“Yes, we share a room. I’m the only one who knows about his parents, and Neville doesn’t know I know.”

“I’ll think about it Harry,” Ms Abbot said with a nod. “But I’m not making any promises. It’s a very complicated situation.”

Harry nodded and stood again. Thanking Ms Abbot for the tea and cheekily wishing her good luck with Sirius, he left her quarters, light at heart. He made his way to Gryffindor tower, not looking forward to a day full of study that Hermione had in store for all of them. He decided that when he thought it was time for a nap, he wouldn’t let Hermione hold him back, since it was her fault that he’d gotten up two hours before the rest of the castle. He was approaching the steps leading up to the portrait of the Fat Lady, and was about to give the password when everything went black.

Harry felt the chill seep through his bones, and as he looked out the window down the hall, he realised that something had sucked the sunshine out of the morning, leaving the sky an inky, eery black in the middle of the day. He heard a rattling sound echo through the castle, felt the depression seep through him. Dementors had come to Hogwarts. Harry gave the password to the Fat Lady, who had told him in a stern voice that it would be better for all concerned if he gave the password so that she could let him into the safety of the tower. He walked the portrait hole and was met with Chaos. All he could hear was wailing and, remarkably, the chattering of teeth. Harry knew that the Dementors were not closeby, he was yet to hear his parents dying, but he didn’t know how long it would be. He was glad it was a Saturday, and only 9:30 at that, most students would still be in bed. However, Harry prayed that the ones who had gone to breakfast, or those who had had an early Quiddtich practice, the Ravenclaws, were well protected.

“Hermione! Ron!” Harry couldn’t see a thing in the murky blackness and sighed in frustration. “Lumos!” The wailing that had been closest to him ceased as his wand lit the doorway to Gryffindor tower. Before he could blink, a lot of other students, mostly the eldest ones, had also lit their wands. He saw Ron and Hermione in their corner, waving at him quickly. They were both awfully pale, to the point where Hermione looked almost like a ghost and Rons freckles stood out brightly on his face.

“Harry, what’s going on?” Hermione said in a hushed voice, her chattering teeth making it almost impossible for her to speak.

“Dementors. You need to get the first and second years up to their rooms, get the other prefects to help you, cover them up with blankets and make sure they’re warm.”

“Harry, do you think that’s a good idea? To leave them up there?” 

“It’s a lot safer than down here Hermione, you can call for Nearly Headless Nick and ask him to watch out for them if you have to. But whatever you do Hermione, do it quickly. Ron, where’s Ginny?”

If Harry had thought Ron’s face before, it was almost see through now.

“Harry, she- she went down for breakfast. With the Creeveys.”

“Look, I don’t think they can get into the castle because of the wards. But we can’t go looking for her, just in case. Hermione, what are you doing?!” Harry couldn’t keep the irritation out of his voice, Hermione was still standing before him, looking also more pale than before. Harry had felt his heart drop to his feet when Ron had told him that Ginny had already gone to breakfast, and he lashed out a bit at Hermione. He regretted it immediately, but didn’t have a chance to apologise because she’d run off to get the other prefects. 

“I’m sure she’s ok, our rings haven’t gone warm yet.”

“They could have Harry, I don’t know about you, but I don’t have anymore feeling in my hands.”

Harry worried then, as he realised that he didn’t either. He looked with apprehension at his ring, waiting for it to glow Ginny’s colour. It didn’t and it eased his mind more than he cared to admit.

“Ron, I can summons her. Through her element. C’mon.”

The boys rushed up to their dormitory and Harry pulled out the Marauders map.

“I solemnly swear I’m up to no good.”

Harry searched the map for Ginny Weasley. He felt his heart lift when he saw that she was Professor McGonogall along with the Creevey brothers, Dean and Lavender. They were quickly making their way to Gryffindor tower, and Harry passed the map to Ron.

“She’s ok Ron.”

“Thank Merlin.” Ron whispered fervently. Harry silently agreed. He took the map back from Ron, studying it carefully. The first and second year dormitories were full, with Hermione and the other Gryffindor prefects making her way back down to the common room. Sir Nicholas was floating between the rooms. He didn’t want to look too clearly, if he were to see a fellow student in danger, he didn’t know if he could resist going to help them. The boys reunited with Hermione in the common room, and sat waiting impatiently for word on what was going on.

Professor McGonnogall entered the common room a few minutes later looking very grave. She took a glance around the room, as Ginny took her seat on Ron’s lap. She wrapped her arms around her brothers neck and Harry could see she was shivering. The Creevey brothers were sitting at a table, the other Gryffindors had spread out across the room.

“Where are the younger students?” 

The Transfiguration professor instinctively turned to Hermione as she asked the question. Hermione, however, had her eyes fixed on Ron, who seemed to have almost passed out on his sisters shoulder, his arms secured tightly around her waist. Harry decided to speak up.

“The prefects put them up in their rooms Professor. I thought it would be better for them up there. Nick’s watching over them.”

“Has a head count been done?”

“No, Professor.”

Hermione answered that all the first and second year beds were full, and that no one had reported any missing friends or siblings. Professor McGonnogall nodded, told everyone they were to stay where they were, and made to leave the tower. Harry, panicking, scrambled up from his seat.

“Err, Professor?”

“Yes, Mr Potter?”

“They, well, they can’t get in the castle, can they?”

“Not as far as we know, no. However, they are acting under dark magic, and I really have to go. If you stay where you are, you will remain unharmed.”

“Professor, wait, Sirius-“ But she was gone, and Harry heard her tell the Fat Lady to leave the portrait until Nick was sent to find her. No one could get into the tower now.

He knew, out of all the teaching staff, that Sirius would handle the dementors worse than any of them. None of the other Professors had had to be locked up with them for 12 long years. He just had to keep in mind that Dumbledore would be aware of that, and Ms Abbot would be too. Sirius will be fine. It became a mantra to him over the next couple of hours. The tower was silent, no wailing, not chattering teeth. After a while, Hermione put her hand in his and rested her head on his shoulder.

“We’ll be ok Harry.”

There wasn’t a lot of certainty in her voice.

Harry looked at his watch, he’d gotten it for Christmas and hadn’t had the heart to tell Mrs Weasley that he’d already replaced the one he had in fourth year. It was almost 5pm. The House elves had been in to the tower to bring the students some food. Harry hadn’t missed that most of the things available had been made of chocolate. 

“Harry?”

“Yeah Ron?”

“Do you think it’d be, you know, insensitive or something if I went and got my chess set?”

“I think that’s a really good idea Ron. Don’t go alone.”  Chess would save him from exploding with anxiety, and the depression and bitter cold that had enveloped the castle since he had been standing outside the portrait hole. Since dementors had been able to get on the grounds. Harry had wondered how they’d even been able to get near Hogwarts. Obviously, they were no longer under Ministry control, but the Order and known that for months and it came as no surprise. Harry watched as Ron and Hermione went to get Ron’s chess set. He put his head in his hands. He wanted to scream, punch, kick, snap everyone’s head off. He wanted to go outside, think of Valentine’s day last year, and get rid of dementors. Instead, he concentrated on his lateral breathing that he had learned in Tai Chi and tried to stay calm. Voldemort thought he knew how Harry would react, probably thought that it would be a good opportunity to take control of his body and get whatever he wanted out of Hogwarts. He had underestimated everyone. Almost as if thoughts of Valentine’s Day and underestimating had conjured her up, Ginny was at his side, her hand on his knee to get his attention.

“They’ve been up there longer than it takes to get a chess set.” Harry turned his head to look at her, her eyes twinkling  up at him mischieviously. Harry tried to smile down at her and failed.

“I don’t even want to know what they’re doing,” he said glumly. 

“Mmm, no, me either. Maybe they’re talking.” Harry met Ginny’s gaze again, and they both burst out laughing. It echoed through the silence of the common room and a few people gave them funny looks. 

“Is there anything you want to talk about Harry?” Ginny asked, after their laughter had died down.

“You can feel what I’m feeling, can’t you.”

“Yes, but I’m learning to separate what you feel from what I feel.”

“Oh? Is it hard?”

“Not anymore. You’re feeling angry, frustrated…” She looked as if she was deep in thought as her gaze drifted off to the side. “And scared. Whereas me, I’m just really scared.”

“What was it like, in the Great Hall, when they got here?”

Harry felt Ginny shudder behind him.

“Lets just say I’m glad it was still early. The few students that were down there absolutely panicked when it went dark, and then they were screaming. All I could think of was getting to you.” Ginny blushed, which delighted Harry. “And Ron and Hermione too, of course.”

“Oh.” Harry said, trying to hide his smile. “Of course.”

Before the conversation could go any further, the Portrait hole was opened and Harry heard footsteps approaching behind him.

Harry didn’t want to turn around, and for the life of him he couldn’t make his body move. He was scared that the person was Dumbledore, bringing him bad news about Sirius, or anyone really. Then, Harry felt a hand fall on his shoulder with comforting familiarity, and turned to find his godfather there. Haggard, pale and swaying slightly, Sirius manage just one sentence “we made it” before passing out right there on the floor. It was then that Harry noticed the light had changed outside, it was the normal darkness of a winter evening, and he felt the bitter cold leave his body, finally replaced by the warmth of the common room fire. Then he panicked. Sirius was in obvious need of Madame Pomfrey and Harry had no idea how to get him there. It was with great relief that he saw Ms Abbot come in through the portrait hole. She looked at Sirius, lying on the floor, and back to Harry who was now sitting behind him.

“I told him this would happen. He was like a man obsessed, first with fighting those things, and then ignoring me telling him to get to the Hospital Wing. He mentioned something about seeing you before he’d do anything else. I’ll tell you one thing Harry, if Sirius has got anything, it’s a hard head.”

Harry couldn’t help but notice the affectionate worry in her voice, or the fact that she looked and sounded slightly more than dishevelled. In the two weeks that she had been at Hogwarts, Harry had considered her as someone who was always composed, never lost her cool, and waited for questions to be asked before volunteering any information. The Ms Abbot he’d come to know was not the same woman standing in front of him now. Somehow, he found his voice.

“Is it safe for me to leave the tower?”

“Yes, but Harry, you should-“

“I’m not waiting here any longer. I’ve been locked up all day!” He practically shouted at her now, he was on his feet and his fists were clenched at his sides. If he had been able to see himself, he would have said he looked spookily like Ron. “I’m coming to the Hospital Wing and I’m sitting there until Sirius wakes up.”

“And I’m coming too.”

“And me.”

“I’m not waiting around here either.”

Harry almost laughed aloud as Ginny, Hermione and then Ron spoke behind him and a look of shock passed over Ms Abbot’s face.

“You are all formiddable. Fine, but hurry up, I haven’t even checked up on Hannah yet.” 

With that, Ms Abbot conjured up a stretcher, levitated Sirius on it carefully and the four made their way to the Hospital Wing.

“How many of them were there?”

Sirius had woken up just ten minutes earlier, and was making his way through the Honeydukes chocolate that Madam Pomfrey was forcing him to eat. Since he had regained conciousness, Harry had been grilling him intensively. He wasn’t being very cooperative.

“Hundreds.”

“Hundreds? How did you fight them all.”

“We used the Patronus charm, I do believe you’re familiar with it.”

“It’s not my fault you’re in here Sirius, so you can stop being a git.”

“I’m not being a git!” Sirius managed a very passable look of outrage and Harry rolled his eyes.

“Yes, you are.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

“I am not.”

“Yes. You. Are.” Harry ground out through a clenched jaw.

“Oh honestly,” Hermione said. “When you two are quite finished.”

Both Sirius and Harry had the decency to look a little sheepish as Hermione eyed them off, obviously not amused at their antics. Sirius could have very easily reminded Hermione that he was a professor, but he secretly like the fact that she could say things to him that she wouldn’t say to any other professor.

“Sorry.” Sirius took another bite of chocolate before giving them a blow account of the days events. “They came at 9:30, as you know. I took a look outside when it went dark, and saw them coming from the direction of the lake. We had a very quick meeting in the staff room, which had to begin without the heads of houses as they were checking on their students. I wanted to come and see you but Dumbledore advised against it, said you wouldn’t do anything rash.”

Harry rolled his eyes and Hermione spoke in his defence.

“He was great, actually, bossed us all about until we could get our own heads on straight. Harry was exactly what we needed.”

Sirius smiled at the defensive, proud tone of the young Gryffindor’s voice.

“I knew that he wouldn’t do anything stupid Hermione, Dumbledore misunderstood my worry. I wonder, Harry, did you tell them what you heard in third year, why you were passing out when the Dementors were near you?” Harry nodded. “Then surely you can understand Hermione, the real reason Harry was my first concern. I didn’t know where he was, I’ve lost track of Gryffindor practice Quidditch timetables. Anyway, we had a meeting, and then Professor McGonnogall assured me all of you were safely tucked away in Gryffindor tower.”

“Sorry to interrupt Sirius, but I still don’t understand how the teaching staff alone fought off hundreds of Dementors? And you’re the only one to land in here.”

“First of all, we didn’t do it alone. Second of all, if you look in the last bed behind the curtain, you’ll find a certain Transfiguration professor.”

Hermione gasped, Ginny went pale and Ron and Harry had identical looks of shock on their faces.

“Geez,” Ron said after a stunned silence. “Having a bit of a rough year McGonnogall, isn’t she?”

To Ron’s utter dismay, it was Professor McGonnogall who replied to his comment.

“I may be having a ‘rough year’ as you so eloquently put it Mr Weasley, but there is certainly nothing wrong with my hearing.”

Hermione had to stiffle her giggles and Ginny had to leave the Hospital Wing altogether as Ron’s face went from pale to bright red in about 60 seconds, and his expression went from scared to wry.

“Miss Granger, may I have a private word?”

“Certainly Professor.” Hermione didn’t hesitate as she made her way over to other side of the Wing. There were hushed whispers for quite a while before Ginny joined them and Sirius continued with his story.

“Yes, so we were joined quickly by almost all the Weasley boys, Percy included, Molly and Arthur, Remus and Arabella-“

“Hang on, we’re friends with Hermione Granger, we know you can’t Apparate or Disapparate on Hogwarts grounds.”

“Honestly, don’t you two read.” Ron said it out of the side of his mouth, so that only Harry could hear him.

“Fawkes went and got them.”

“Of course, honestly Harry, how could you be so silly.”

Harry was starting to half wish Ron had stayed in the common room.

“Anyway, we rushed onto the grounds, running towards the lake. Before we got there, however, the dementors were able to meet us halfway. We’d lit our wands but it didn’t help too much. We stayed together, fighting as a group. If one of us had gotten separated…” Sirius looked at the chocolate in his hand and shuddered. “So we’re fighting and fighting and fighting, we couldn’t let them get too close to us. Thank Merlin for Dumbledore is all I can say. His Patronus was driving them off like nothing I’ve seen before. All of ours were pretty secondary in comparison. But it didn’t matter how much we fought, they just kept coming. It was then that Ms Abbot suggested we try to make our way to the lake, it was obvious by then that they were coming up through the water, even though the merpeople are there to protect the castle from an underwater attack. We moved, still as a group, towards the lake. What we saw there was making it harder and harder to preform the charm. Watching merpeople who had been Kissed floating on the surface of the lake didn’t do well for thinking happy thoughts.”

Harry’s stomach rolled at the graphic image that had passed through his head. He had had a personal experience the the merpeople in the lake during the second task of the Triwizard Tournament and though he hadn’t liked them then, they’d wanted to prevent him from doing what he’d wanted to do, but they were people, and they were on good side, and their loss was such a waste. The biggest waste. It occurred to Harry then that his scar had not burned shortly before the attack, hadn’t increased in intensity that is, for it was constantly burning these days. Before the conversation went on further, a scream was heard from where Hermione was standing, and before they could blink, a blur of bushy brown hair was running at them.

“I’m going to teach!”

Hermione’s exclamation was greeted with silence. A loud kind of silence. Harry thought she seemed oblivious to the stunned glances around her.

“Professor McGonnogall’s asked me to relieve her junior classes while she’s in here. Apparently, she got hit by a Patronus, which damaged her back when she fell. She has to stay in here for four weeks, and asked me to teach! The first, second and third years! And I promised to tutor the fifth and sixth years too, and Dumbledore’s going to take the seventh year class. Can you believe it?” She’d addressed Ron through the entire monologue, hardly taking a breath in her excitement. The fact that the castle had just been attacked and under siege all day seemed to be forgotten as Hermione was bouncing in excitement.

“That’s fantastic Hermione.” It was Ginny who spoke, and Hermione’s excitement seemed to dwindle as Ron continued to stare at her, speechless.

“Aren’t you happy for me?” The hurt in her voice was obvious, and it brought Ron out of his trance.

“Course I am, like Ginny said, it’s fantastic! Hermione it’s an honour!” As he said this, Ron’s face spread into a grin, a forced kind of grin that didn’t ring true with any of the students standing around Siriuses bed.

“Ron, what is it?”

There was no bossiness in her voice now, just a kind of hurt confusion.

“Ahh, gee, Hermione, it’s selfish and stupid.” Harry watched his best friends ears go pink as he shuffled his feet.

“Try me.”

Ron took a deep breath and spoke very slowly. They had both forgotten their audience, and Harry was both embarrassed and intrigued to get a look at this side of their relationship. If he hadn’t have been looking at them, he would have sworn that it was two totally different people having the conversation.

“Ok. It’s just, you’re so busy these days, with your studies and your wandless magic. And then there’s me an Quidditch. We hardly get to see each other, and now you’ve taken on more.”

“Oh honestly Ron…”

“Let me finish. Then there’s the fact that you’re going to have to miss classes, which means you’ll have lots of catch up work to do. And I don’t think either of us are going to sit by and quietly watch you run yourself down again like you did in third year.”

“Ok. I understand. That’s really sweet of you Ron, but I won’t miss any work, all of the teachers are going to set me reading work that will relate to the exams at the end of the year. Professor McGonnogall will be talking to all of my teachers and I won’t be given any homework. As for the wandless magic, Professor McGonnogall has planned all her lessons for the semester already, I won’t be teaching we haven’t already done and that she hasn’t set out herself. I’ll have even more free time, because I’ll tutor the fifth and sixth years together, so we’ll see each other then, and I’ll have hours after the tutoring sessions, cause I’m going to do all the houses together, otherwise all I’d be doing is Transfiguration, Professor McGonnogall has it all planned out.” Hermione stepped forward then and leaned up to give Ron a soft kiss on the cheek, whispering something in his ear, before she excused herself and headed out of the Hospital Wing to prepare herself for her new role as temporary Transfiguaration professor.

“I have the best girlfriend ever.” Ron said to no one in particular as the door swung shut behind Hermione.

Harry met Ginny’s eye and they both had to stiffle their giggles. Sirius, through all the excitement had fallen asleep, and Madame Pomfrey shooed them bossily back to Gryffindor tower. Harry realised with a jolt that it was dinner time, though he wásn’t sure that the students were allowed to enter the Great Hall just yet. The pounding of thousands of feet through the halls answered his unspoken question. And Ron’s exclamation of “Wicked! Tea!” just confirmed it. Hogwarts had lived to survive another day.

February was proving to be a very eventful month indeed. There was the Quidditch game of the season, Gryffindor versus Slytherin, if Gryffindor won by 200 points, they won the cup. Tensions were as high as they were whenever Gryffindor was playing against Slytherin for the cup. Students were throwing away their wands and brawling in the halls, there was a record number of students in detention and Hermione was as stressed as third year. None of this was made easier by the fact that exams and Ginny was seen night after night studying hard in the common room. Harry and Ron, except when they were being tutored by Hermione in the library, were left to their own devices, and without Hermione to nag them, they let homework slip further and further down on their lists of priorities.

Something weighing on Harry’s in the first two weeks of the month, apart from Quidditch, was Valentine’s Day. He thought he might lock himself in his bedroom and stay there the entire weekend. But that would mean missing a Hogsmeade weekend. Before he had a chance to think about it properly, with Ginny at the forefront of his mind, he was standing underneath the Quidditch stands, waiting for Dean Thomas, who had taken over as Commentator when Lee Jordan graduated, to call their names and start the game. Harry was going to catch the snitch and give Ron the Quidditch cup he’d dreamed about when they were 11.

“And now, Weasley-“ The doors opened.

“Potter, Longbottom, Finnigan, Creevey, Creeey and Weasley.” 

Harry and the Gryffindor team flew out onto the pitch, waiting for Madam Hooch to start the game. The Slytherin team had been called out earlier and the captain was waiting to shake hands with Ron, who was pale, and a bit shaky on his feet, but looking determined nonetheless.

“I want a clean game.” Madam Hooch said, in her normal gruff tone. “Captains shake hands.” Harry scanned the stands and caught Hermione, book in hand, watching the pitch intently. He sent her a small wave, though she didn’t see it. Ron took his place before the hoops, and the balls were realeased. Gryffindor were on their way to the Quidditch cup.

Harry, who didn’t recognise anyone on the Slytherin team, flew high and searched for the snitch. He tried to listen to Dean’s commentary.

“Creevey passes to Weasley who dodges Shipperman, and a bludger, passes to Creevey, who shoots- SCORES! 10-0 Gryffindor.”

Harry was relieved to see that the Slytherin team were, indeed, playing a clean game. It made a nice change from their dirty tactics of the previous years, when Marcus Flint had been the captain. Harry had barely finished the thought, when one of the Slytherin beaters, a 3rd year, Harry thought, swung back his club and smacked Ginny on the back of her head, sending her off her broom and hurtling towards the ground.

Harry felt his heart lurch in his throat, saw a bright orange blur zoom past him, heard Madam Hooches whistle, and a loud cry of outrage from the Gryffindors, Ravenclaws and Hufflepuffs. Hermione had run onto the pitch, wand drawn, and levitated Ginny just seconds before, Harry had only seen her as angry as she was now on very few occasions in their six years of friendship. He only watched her briefly though, she was working hard keeping Ginny levitated about 50 feet in the air. Ron swooped under her, holding her gently as he brought her back down to the ground. Harry seemed to pull himself out of a trance as he watched Ron bend over his sister, who was pale and had her eyes closed. Harry landed beside them and Ron, seeing his best friend, handed his sister gently over to him. Harry felt awkward, and had no idea what he was supposed to do. He watched as Ron approached the beater responsible for knocking Ginny unconscious, pull back his fist and slam it into the smaller boys stomach. He was just pulling his leg back to give the boy a kick when Hermione approached him and placed a hand on his arm, stopping him from doing any more damage. Harry looked down at Ginny and nearly dropped her when he saw that she was awake, smiling weekly up at him.

“Hi Harry.”

“Hi Ginny,” Harry replied with a small smile.

“Did you catch me?”

Harry blushed.

“Umm, no, I was too far away, Hermione levitated you and held you up until Ron got there.”

“Oh. Wow, my head really hurts.”

“Happens when you get hit with a whopping great club.”

Ginny let out a small giggle and then winced as the pain obviously shot through her head.

“You can put me down if you like, I think I’m ok. Where’s Ron?”

“Being yelled at by Hooch for clobbering a certain Slytherin team member.”

“Oh.” Ginny said again. “Harry, seriously, you can put me down, I promise I won’t break.” 

Harry only realised then that Ginny was still in his arms, and that he was very reluctant to put her feet down on the ground. He then felt a surge of guilt when he realised that his reluctance had nothing to do with her injury.

“Oh, right, err, sorry.” Harry felt the colour flush into his cheeks, as he placed Ginny gently on her feet, keeping his arm around her waist to see if she was steady on her feet.

“Miss Weasley.” Madam Hooch approached them from behind, an angry looking Ron standing behind her slightly. “Are you alright? Can you continue playing?”

“Yes Madame Hooch.”

“Very well. Mount your brooms, two penalties to Gryffindor, one to Slytherin.”

Ron approached Ginny.

“Ginny, listen-“

“No, Ron. We can’t let them get a chance at the cup, it’s their last game of the season, and ours. I’m taking the penalties, and we’re gonna kick some reptile-“ Ginny earned an exclamation from Hermione for saying what the Gryffindors were going to kick before Hermione made her way back up to the stands. 

“And Weasley is bravely mounting her broom to take two penalty shots for Gryffindor.” Harry allowed himself a smile as the crowd responded with a tremendous cheer to Dean’s announcement, climbing high above the pitch once more. Harry saw the snitch as he watch Ginny take her penalties. He couldn’t get to it yet, Gryffindor still needed 4 points. However, the Slytherin seeker, who had been thrown into the team when Malfoy had been arrested, was trailing Harry rather than doing his own work. Harry, not wanting Ginny to lose her concentration, flew towards Ron. Predictably, the Slytherin seeker followed him, well away from the snitch.

“And the youngest Weasley lines up the shot, she shoots, SCORES with an excellent fake!” Harry clapped and almost got hit by a bludger. “Gryffindor take the lead 20-0 and Weasley lines up again, she shoots and SCORES. 30-0! For those of you not interested in the Quidditch cup, you need your heads read, though that’s not the point. Gryffindor need just two more goals before the seeker, Potter, is able to catch the snitch, guaranteeing them the cup. The Slytherin chaser, Shipperman, lines up to face a very angry captain, Ron Weasley. He swings back to take the shot, he shoots… he SAVED BY RON WEASLEY! Score stands at 30-0.” Harry felt a surge of pride, two more goals and he could have the snitch. He was fairly certain he would be the one to catch it. Not because he was as good people claimed him to be, simply because the Slytherin seeker hadn’t been on the team long enough to have a chance against Harry. During his speculation, Harry realised with a shock that Gryffindor had schored 4 more times, and Slytherin twice, which meant Harry could now find the snitch.

Colin Creevey scored two more goals and Ron stopped three before Harry finally caught sight of the snitch. It was floating above Hermione’s head. She was going to kill him once she saw him flying right at her at top speed. Harry took off, urging his Firebolt to go faster, though it wasn’t really necessary. The Slytherin seeker was on a Cleansweep 260, one of the school brooms, and had no hope of catching a Firebolt. Harry almost felt sorry for him, before he saw Hermione’s eyes widen and her throw her book on the seat next to her, hitting a fourth year Gryffindor behind her as she did so. She fell off her seat and onto the ground in a very unladylike fashion as Harry sped towards her, hand outstretched and a determined look in his eye. He saw many more Gryffindors disappear behind the seats in front of them as they looked at Harry like he was a madman. He wrapped his hand triumphantly around the little golden ball, and flew straight up in the air as he realised the fourth year Hermione had hit seemed to be frozen in her seat with fear. He felt the breeze rush through his hair, felt the happiness settle in his stomach as he heard Hooch blow her whistle. Gryffindor, through fantastic team work and horrible training sessions, had just granted Ron Weasley a childhood dream. It was better than third year, better than Christmas, better than his Sirius birthdays. And as the team approached him, and Ginny wrapped her arms around his neck and give him a smacking kiss on his cheek, and Ron was wearing a grin big enough to split his face as he pulled his sister away and wrapped his own arms around Harry, Harry could have easily forgotten about Dementors, Voldemort, kidnappings, and everything that had been weighing on his mind.

The party that Gryffindor threw that night went on to the early hours. They had won the cup, again. Professor McGonnogall herself, with the help of a cane and Madam Pomfrey, had come to congratulate her team. Harry could have sworn she almost smiled. Harry was pleased to see she was looking better, and just after Valentine’s Day, she’d be teaching again.

Which would mean more nagging from Hermione on the homework front. Harry hoped Ron’s prediction of “she’ll have kittens when she sees how lazy we’ve been” proved off the mark, but somehow he doubted it. Harry had gotten a good laugh when Hermione had tried and failed to be angry with him for “flying at me like a madman, looking all mean and focused.” He’d successfully argued that it hadn’t been his fault she’d decided to sit where the snitch was going to be. 

Ron had a Gryffindor banner wrapped around him like a toga, much as Harry had in 4th year when he’d beaten the dragon in the first task of the Triwizard Tournament. Hermione had quickly transfigured one of her books into a light weight crown and placed it on his head, with a kiss and a demand that she got the crown back tomorrow.

Harry was sitting on the couch, enjoying a pumpkin juice when the fourth year he had terrorised when he caught the snitch came and sat beside him. Harry noticed that her hands were shaking and she was blushing a lot. Her brown hair had fallen in front of her face, and Harry hardly heard her softly spoken “hi.”

“Hi.” He responded, having no idea why this stranger had suddenly decided to sit next to him, when it was obviously the last place she wanted to be. There was a very awkward silence and Harry had just decided that the couch was the last place he wanted to be too when the small girl spoke again.

“You played really well today.”

“Thanks, sorry if I scared you.” Harry smiled at her, and was pleased when she returned the smile.

“That’s ok. I understood. My name’s Alyson, by the way.”

“Hi Alyson.” Harry almost introduced himself, but decided that that would sound a bit silly. It was obvious she knew who he was. “You’re in fourth year, right?”

Harry was amazed at how easy this was. Usually, he only spoke with very few people, having the feeling that they only wanted to speak to the Boy Who Lived, and not Harry. But there was something about Alyson, as she blushed and trembled through the conversation that was oddly familiar to Harry, though he couldn’t quite place it.

Harry sat with Alyson for about twenty minutes before there was another awkward pause. They sat there and Harry was just starting to squirm when Alyson asked him if she wanted to go to Hogsmeade with him. She’d said so fast and so quietly that he missed it the first.

“What did you say, Alyson?”

“Oh, ummm…” the young girl blushed again and cleared her throat. “I was just wondering if you wanted to go to Hogsmeade with me?”

Harry was too shocked to answer straight away. It took a lot of nerve to ask someone out, Harry knew that first hand, but to do it after just 20 minutes of conversation… but he couldn’t go.

“I’m sorry Alyson. I can’t.”

“Oh.” Her voice sounded very small “It’s Ginny Weasley, isn’t it?”

It was Harry’s turn to blush.

“Errm, partly… but partly because, and I don’t mean this as badly as it sounds, but I don’t want to.”

Harry was appalled when tears welled up in Alyson’s eyes, and she ran up the girls dorm stairs.

As he watched her go, it hit him who it was she’d reminded him of. Ginny, before they’d become friends. Alyson was fairly quickly replaced by Ron on the couch next to Harry.

“I tell you what mate, I reckon I could fight off a thousand dementors right now. This is the best day ever.”

“Mmmm, I reckon so. You won the Quidditch cup Ron.” It was then that Harry noticed the crown sitting on his best friends head and he burst out laughing. “Who gave you that?!”  Rons ears went pick, and Harry thought that Ron liked the idea of being crowned, but didn’t want to show it.

“Hermione. She transfigured one of her books. She’s been a transfiguring maniac since she gained access to McGonnogalls private library.”

Harry laughed again but it faded quickly when he realised Ron was watching him shrewdly.

“What?” Harry asked.

“Who was the girl?”

“Oh, her name’s Alyson.” Harry tried to sound casual, but there was a reason Ron was Harry’s best friend. Often, they could say a lot with out actually speaking. And often, it was perfectly ok for the two of them to be upfront and tactless.

“Why did she run away crying?”

“She asked me to go to Hogsmeade.” Harry said it very quietly, and when Ron didn’t answer straight away, he looked up and saw that Ron was looking both shocked and angry. He hurriedly tried to reassure him. “I said no, Ron.”

“Harry, mate, it’s not that. Everyone knows about you and Ginny. And I mean everyone. She’s got some nerve. She doesn’t even know you. Just wants to be seen with the famous Harry Potter. I mean geez, how forward could you be?”

“It wasn’t like that Ron, I know when someone wants to talk to me because of all that stuff. I was probably a bit harsher than I should have been. She took me by surprise.” To Harry’s shock, Ron burst out laughing. A loud raucous laugh that annoyed Harry no end. “Just what’s so bloody funny about me upsetting someone?”

“I’m-“ Ron gasped. “- Sorry- mate.” Ron burst out laughing again, and Harry waited rather impatiently for him to get a hold of himself. “It’s just-“ Another giggle. “- I got a mental image of a news headline: Harry Potter – Hero Or Heartbreaker? You would have found it funny if you could have seen it.”

“Seen what?” Harry startled as Ginny seemed to materialise out of nowhere onto the armchair to his right.

Harry just stared at her wordlessly and could have kicked himself for doing so when Ron cheerily answered her question.

“The headline in my head. Harry just got asked to Hogsmeade.”

“Did he?” Harry looked at his shoes as he felt Ginny’s eyes rest on him. The colour rushed into his face as he heard the disappointment in her voice. Ron chose that very moment to mumble something and join a group of people standing at the window. He was met with loud cheers and Harry could have easily killed him.

“Who are you going with?”

“What?” Harry found it very hard to speak.

“Who are you going to Hogsmeade with?” Ginny sounded very angry.

“I’m going on my own.” Harry’s own temper was perked. She had no right to be angry.

“Oh really? That’s not what it sounded like.”

“You know what Ginny? I couldn’t care less what it sounded like. You broke up with me, remember? It was too hard to be my girlfriend. Oh no. Obviously, some girls like the idea. If you have a problem with that, deal with it, and I don’t need you snapping at me.”

“Fine, I’ll just leave then.”

“You do that.”

It was the most Harry had said about her dumping him since it had actually happened. Except for talking about staying friends after, neither of them had brought it up since then. Maybe they should have. Harry let out a sigh. He wasn’t having a lot of “luck with the ladies” as Sirius would call it, and he tried to sneak quietly up to his room. He made it with only a few back slaps and congratulations. Finally he fell onto his bed and, feeling miserable, fell into a restless sleep.

Harry’s misery lasted a whole week, right up until Valentine’s Day. He seemed to be seeing Alyson all over the castle, and Ron’s snorts every time she turned around and ran the other way weren’t helping the situation. Hermione was looking stressed and frazzled, quite normal for her, two months before exams. The day of the Hogsmeades trip dawned sunny but cold. Harry wasn’t looking forward to it at all, even the draw of Honeydukes and Butterbeer couldn’t wipe away his melancholy. Ginny wasn’t talking to him, he had a girl running away from him every where he went and Hermione was going to go mental at them tomorrow.

“C’mon Harry, get out of bed. Let’s go get breakfast, I’m starving.” Only Ron, thought Harry, could think of breakfast before his feet had hit the floor.

“I’m not getting out of bed.”

“Yes you are, course you are, c’mon.”

“Ron! I said I wasn’t getting out of bed.”

“Geez Harry, lighten up.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

“Ha! And they say I’m grumpy in the mornings. Do you really think sulking in your room is gonna make you feel better?”

“Maybe I don’t want to feel better.”

“Even you know that sounded stupid Harry. Now, get out of bed.”

Harry grumbled to himself and growled at his best friend as he dragged himself out of bed. He really, really wanted to be anywhere but at Hogsmeade today. And anywhere but Hogwarts tomorrow, the very most hated day of the year.

Hogsmeade wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be. Ron and Hermione didn’t leave his side and if he was honest, he was grateful for their company. They were sitting in the Three Broomsticks when Hermione brought up his parents and the secret realm.

“Harry, when was the last time you visited your parents?”

“Ages, why?”

“Well, maybe they’d cheer you up.”

Harry thought about it for a while and decided his friend had a very good point. And that visiting his parents would be a very good way to avoid Valentine’s Day altogether.

“Good idea Hermione. I think I’ll go tomorrow, spend the day with them. I might ask Sirius if he wants to come with me.”

Ron let out a cough that sounded remarkably like “chicken” and Harry glared at him, deciding that he would never again shout Ron to a round of Butterbeer. The door to the Three Broomsticks opened and Ginny, as well as Neville, Susan Bones and Hannah Abbot walked in. Harry desparately wanted to ask Hannah how her mum was, but he’d rather break his wand in half than approach a group that included Ginny. It was with some surprise, then, that the next person to walk through the door was Ms Abbot. And she wasn’t alone. Harry nearly fell off his seat when none other than his godfather walked in behind her, laughing like he didn’t have a care in the world. Harry jumped to his feet, and his chair skidding across the floor echoed through the loud pub, catching Siriuses attention. Their eyes met and a smile spread across their faces.

“Hi Harry! Alright?” Sirius waved across to Harry from the door. He excused himself from his friends and made his way over to his godfather.

“Hi Sirius. Ms Abbot.”

“Hello Harry.”

Harry could have sworn the small, blonde Auror looked more than a little embarrassed. 

“What are you two doing here?”

“Oh you know.” Sirius said casually. “We’re just having a few drinks, reminisce about old times.”

“Ah huh.” Harry said disbelievingly. “Listen, Sirius, I was going to go to the realm tomorrow, I wanted to know if you wanted to come with me?”

“Oh, err…” There was an awkward silence. Harry waited patiently, hoping that Sirius had something better to do. “Actually, Harry-“

“It’s ok Sirius, you can go.” 

“It’s ok if you have something already planned Sirius.”

Harry and Ms Abbot had spoken at the same time and shared an uncomfortable smile.

“No, no Nicky. It’s alright. Another time, ok Harry?”

“Sure no problem. Umm, you two have a good time.”

“Thanks.”

Harry decided it was time to get back to Ron and Hermione, who seemed to be bickering at the table.

“Hey, you two. Stop it. Guess what?”

“What?” Ron and Hermione said at the same time.

“Sirius and Ms Abbot are here together, apparently as a look back on the good old days. Not only that, they have plans for tomorrow… together.”

“Cool.” Said Ron.

“Oh wow, do you think this is the first time they’ve been out together?”

“You know, I don’t think it is, they seemed very comfortable with each other.”

“How exciting!” Hermione clapped her hands a wide smile worked it’s way across her face, and Ron gave a lopsided grin.

“I know, but you know, I don’t actually want to be in a place where Sirius is on a date.”

“Oooh, me either, let’s go somewhere else, shall we?”

“Sure.” 

Harry found himself standing in the secret realm at exactly 10am on the morning of Valentine’s Day. He’d gotten up especially early, sneaked down to the kitchens and had a visit with Dobby, as he ate breakfast. He’d then asked, very politely, if he could maybe take something with him for lunch, to which the house elves had responded with an enourmous picnic basket, and even though he had just eaten breakfast the aroma coming up from the basket had made his mouth water. 

He entered the realm, and was delighted to see both parents, or their representations, waiting for him on the bank of the lake.

“Hi Mum!” The Robin bird flew up on to his shoulder and affectionately nibbled on his ear. “Sorry it’s been so long. Hi Dad!” The unicorn rested his head on Harry’s shoulder and Harry wrapped his arms around the Unicorns neck.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been able to visit lately. Happy Valentine’s Day.” Harry couldn’t the sadness out of his voice, but his mother rubbing her head gently across his cheek soothed his heart some.

He stayed in the realm for what seemed like a long time, though his watch was only showing it as 8 hours. He told his parents about how he seemed to be constantly fighting with Ginny, about how he had interferred in Sirius’ love life, to which his father responded by rearing up on his hind legs and letting out a delighted neigh. He told them about being kidnapped by Fletcher, winning the Quidditch cup with Ron, about the Burrow, about Fred and George rebuilding the Burrow and how the Weasley’s made him and Sirius feel like part of the family. He talked about how he thought Remus and Arabella would be engaged as soon as the war was over. Harry felt as if he’d never talked so much. He laughed with delight when the Unicorn tipped the picnic basket over at about lunch time and helped himself to some chicken. He laughed harder when the Robin pecked him in the head for doing so. 

Harry ended the day by holding his mother gently in his hand and sitting on his father’s back, thanking them for their Christmas present. It had been the best dream he’d ever had and he told them so.

He left the realm feeling peaceful and more than a little guilty. He hadn’t told them or anyone else about the dreams he had had, of a burning Hogsmeade, a falling Sirius, and cold high laugh that chilled him to the bone.

As February turned to March and the snow on the grounds of Hogwarts began to melt, Harry found himself in the middle of exams stress, even though they were still over a month away. One Saturday in the middle of the month found him sitting in his godfather’s office drinking tea and talking about how Hermione seemed to be disappearing for hours at a time since she had stopped taking over for McGonnogall.

“Ron’s really worried. I think he thinks she’s cheating on him.”

“Hermione, cheat on Ron?” Sirius scoffed, making Harry feel a lot better. “She waited five years for him to get his act together. What makes him think she’d throw it away now?” Harry knew that Hermione wouldn’t go behind Ron’s back, especially after what had happened with Krum at Christmas. But to have an adult confirm that the thought was ridiculous was comforting.

“Do you know anything about where she’s been going?” Harry watched Sirius closely as he asked his question. If Hermione’s disappearances had anything to do with the Order, then Harry felt he had the right to know what was going on. Not only because Hermione was as close to him as a sister would be, but because he was the leader and was sick of the adults within the Order discluding him from meetings and keeping information from him. 

“Honestly, Harry, I have no idea. I’ve been umm, a bit preoccupied lately… with exams and stuff.”

Harry almost laughed aloud as Sirius squirmed in his seat. He kept his mirth to a silent chuckle and decided to take the oppurtunity for some revenge.

“Occupied with exams? Seriously Sirius, you expect me to believe that it’s not a certain former Sirius fan keeping you occupied?”

Harry really did laugh aloud as what he had said sunk into Siriuses brain and caused a look of shocked outrage and embarrassment to cross over his face.

“You’re a git, Harry Potter.”

“Learned from the best, Sirius Black.” Harry and Sirius shared a grin before Harry spoke again. “But seriously, you and Ms Abbot…?”

“Yes, me and Ms Abbot.” The grin on Siriuses face widened at the thought of the blonde Auror.

“Wow.”

“Mmm, what about Ginny, you two talking yet?”

“No.” Harry felt his mood drop. “And I’m not going to talk to her first either.”

“I understand Harry. But there’s something bigger than the both of you that needs to be remembered. This war, I don’t think you seriously understand how important it is that you four are close to each other.”

“I think you underestimate how aware we are. I don’t mean you personally, I mean the staff and other members of the Order. I can’t tell you how often we’re reminding ourselves that we’re important, that whatever happens to destroy Voldemort depends as much on the three of them than it does on me. Ron does it the most, especially now that Hermione’s disappearing and being all secretive. It’s like he’s using it as a chant to keep his mind off… well, you know. Anyway, whatever happens between Ginny and me, it won’t matter in the end. We’ll all come through together, it doesn’t matter who’s talking to who.”

“And you’re sure of that are you Harry?”

“I’m as sure as you are about Remus.”

Sirius nodded and the rest of the afternoon was spent talking about Harry’s visit with his parents and how Harry never should have gone to see Ms Abbot, which turned into a lively debate about what would have happened if Harry hadn’t have interferred. 

Harry and Sirius made their way to the Great Hall for dinner together and parted with a grin at Gryffindor table. Harry took his seat next to Ron and noticed that he was looking awfully sulky.

“You could have come with me to visit him, you know.”

“Yeah well, I didn’t. I spent an entire afternoon working on Quidditch plays for next year and playing Exploding Snap and wondering where the bloody hell my girlfriend was.” Ron’s voice was deathly quiet, which meant that he was beyond mad. Harry wondered if his friend had had a good shout yet, he liked to do that when he was in a temper. He said the first thing that came to mind.

“So you haven’t seen her since lunch then?”

“No. I haven’t. I’m sick of this Harry. If I was taking off and not telling her and then acting like I really wanted to tell her something but then I didn’t, she’d dump me for sure.”

“You should talk to her first. You haven’t even really tried to get it out of her yet.”

“Yeah, you reckon? I got up at 2am three mornings in a row last week to meet her in the common room, do you think she’d tell me? ‘Just wait Ron. Can’t you have some patience Ron, honestly?’” 

“Ron, what would your mother say, meeting the Gryffindor prefect in the common room at two o’clock in the morning.” Harry made his voice prim and proper in an effort to cheer Ron up. He was pleased to see a small smile appear on Ron’s face. “Anyway, I talked to Sirius about Hermione’s disappearing act, he said he didn’t know what was going on but that he was sure she wasn’t cheating on you.”

“You honestly thought I was cheating on you?”

Harry and Ron both went pale and sat up straighter as Hermione spoke from behind them. Ron was the first to turn around and find his voice.

“Hermione, no I-“

“You needed Siriuses confirmation that I wasn’t.” Harry could hear the tears in her voice and decided it would be best to not turn around after all. “That’s just fine Ron Weasley. Thank you very much.” Ron jumped to his feet and Harry heard Hermione’s foot steps fade away as she ran out of the Great Hall.

“Hermione!” But it was useless, she was gone. Ron sat back down and put his head in his hands. Harry patted him absently on the back, having no idea what he was supposed to do.

“What does she expect me to think?” Ron was obviously oblivious to the fact that nearly everyone at the Gryffindor table was watching him with wrapt attention. He thumped his fist on the table, sending pumkin juice flying, mostly landing on Neville, who was sitting three seats up and across the other side of the table. “A whole month! She’s been taking off, not telling us why. Staying out of the tower til all hours of the night. And then she gets upset at me! Well, bugger that Harry. Bugger that.” Ron jumped to his feet again and chased Hermione out of the Great Hall. Harry, fully aware that more than a few Gryffindors and students from other houses were still watching him, kept his head down and pretended to eat his dinner. 

Ron and Hermione weren’t talking to each other. So it was with some surprise one Tuesday night at the beginning of April, that Hermione came to them and asked them to follow her down to the dungeons. She actually directed the question at Harry, who thought for a minute that Ron was going to dig in his heels and stubbornly remain in the tower. Without a word, and avoiding Hermione’s gaze, Ron slammed his book shut and stood up.

“Where’s Ginny?” 

Again, the question was directed at Harry, and he could have yelled at her then, since she knew full well Harry had no idea that Ginny was up in her room, gossiping with the other 4th year girls over what they were going to do over the summer. At least, he wouldn’t have an idea, if he hadn’t have watched them climb the stairs, giggling behind their hands. He shrugged at her, not saying anything either. It had been a hard two weeks for Hermione, as Harry had decided to stand by Ron. Hermione sneaking off and not telling them where she was going was not only hurtful, but also dangerous and Harry wasn’t particularly happy with her either. Hermione looked between the two of them, rolled her eyes and headed up the stairs to the girls dormitory.

Ten minutes later, all four of them were walking silently towards the entrance hall and down towards the dungeons. The silence was loud and awkward between them and Harry felt his temper rising. Hermione and Ginny were walking about four steps ahead, which annoyed Harry for some unknown reason. The fact that they were whispering between themselves grated on his already frayed nerves. Just as he was getting ready to explode at them both, and before Ron could join in, they came to the potions dungeon. Hermione opened the door and stepped back to let them in.

“Hermione.” Harry said. “If Snape finds us in here…”

“It’s perfectly alright Potter. Not even Granger would dare sneak down here without my knowledge.”

The sound of Snape’s voice startled Harry and he spun around to see him standing arrogantly at the head of the class room. 

“Err, Hermione?”

“Look, you two wanted to know why I’ve been a little distracted lately.”

Ron scoffed, loudly and sarcastically as he could be with one simple noise.

“Distracted, invisible, what’s the difference, eh Hermione?”

“Yes, well.” Harry knew in that moment why the sorting hat had put Hermione Granger in Gryffindor. It was a very brave person indeed who could ignore a Weasley temper. “I’ve been working with Professor Snape.”

“Taking extra potions classes were you?”

“Ron, will you shut up and let her speak?” Ginny said, obviously furious with her brother. 

“I’ll do you a deal Ginny. You work on your love life, and then try and butt into mine.” Ron glared at his sister, who had gone pale. The tension in the room could have been cut with a knife and Harry didn’t like it one bit. He was actually relieved when Snape broke the silence.

“This is all very…pleasant. Miss Granger, do I actually have to bare witness to such childish behaviour? I do, actually, have better things to do with my time.”

“I’m sorry sir. We’ll get right down to it.”

“So gracious of you.”

Harry was very rarely inclined to physical violence these days, since Malfoy was in prison and Harry was studying Tai Chi. However he could have happily broken Snape’s nose for the patronising tone he used with Hermione. The thought drew him back to his friend and he felt his anger towards her receeding when faced with a common enemy. This is what he had meant when he had spoken to Sirius two weeks ago.

“Yes, so, I’ve been working on a spell. With Professor Snape’s tutelidge, and the study of your mum’s books Harry, I’ve been able to write the spell that will kill Voldemort.”

The silence that followed her words wasn’t awkward or angry. It was stunned and surprised, and after a while, the silence was disbelieving.

“Hermione, you… you what?!”

“You heard me Ron, I’ve written the spell that could destroy Voldemort.”

Again, silence filled the dungeon. Harry, Ron and Ginny were obviously struggling with the realisation that at age 16, Hermione Granger had taken 6 weeks and written a spell that could very well destroy the darkest wizard of all time at the height of his power. They knew she was clever, but such a large thing, such an enormous connotation, exceeded their expectations.

“Hermione…” Harry could have cringed at the softness of his voice. “How?”

“How what Harry? How will it kill him?”

“No, how did you do it in such a short amount of time.”

Hermione turned and shared a look with Professor Snape and Harry nearly fell over when he saw what could almost be classified as a smile flit across his face. And, Harry noticed, Snape was looking at Hermione with respect, like she was an equal. It was, it seemed, a night for too many relevations.

“I got the idea from your ball of fire that you threw at Fletcher, Harry. But then the dementors came and I filled in for Professor McGonnogall and there just wasn’t any time to even think about it. But then I noticed something, Harry. Something about you. Something that lit a fire underneath me and had me hurrying to Dumbledore. You rub your scar at least once every 5 minutes. Have you noticed?” Harry nodded mutely and Hermione continued. “That warned me that Voldemort could be closer to attacking than we’ve been thinking. We need to be prepared when he comes for us, as we’re all sure he will. We needed time to practice the spell, it doesn’t work without the four of us.”

“What will it do?” Ron’s voice was small and Harry reckoned he was feeling a bit guilty for thinking what he had about Hermione.

“Well, Dumbledore called Professor Snape to his office and the three of us worked out the one thing Voldemort has no power against. Love. The spell that we’ve written allowes us three to tap into our natural elements, Earth, Water and Wind to channel all the good things we have inside us into Harry. He will then focus on us and throw our love at Voldemort.”

“Throw it?” Harry sounded disbelieving, even to his own ears. He hadn’t meant to and the hurt that flashed in Hermione’s eyes made him want to take the words back.

“You’ll know what to do with it at the time. There’s only one drawback. It’s based loosely on the Reducto spell, which means we can’t physically practice it. We can only learn to tap into our elements a little quicker than we can now, and learning our parts of the spell off by heart. Otherwise, no matter where we practice, we could destroy everything around us.”

“Hermione, what’s gonna happen when we use it against Voldemort, I mean, no one else will get hurt will they?” The tone in Ron’s voice brought back some memories of first and second year for Harry and he had to fight back a small smile at the sound of it.

“Honestly Ron. No, no one else will get hurt. Professor Snape has written the spell so that it will only affect Voldemort. I couldn’t do that bit on my own.” Hermione smiled sheepishly as she said it, as if needing the help of a teacher was something to be embarrassed about at the ripe old age of 16. “But, Harry, there’s a catch.” Harry felt his heart stop, there was always a catch. “You’ll have to do Priori Incantatem. Listen to be a second.” Hermione hurried on as both Ron and Harry had opened their mouths and taken a threatening step forward. “You said that when Priori Incantatem creates a dome around you and Voldemort. We need that dome.”

“Hermione?” Ginny actually raised her hand before she realised that she had done so. She blushed a little and looked away before she spoke again. “Voldemort, he- he knows that his wand won’t work against Harry’s. How do we know that he’ll be using the wand with Fawkes’ feather as its core?”

“He will be.” Snape said quietly from his place at the front of his classroom. “The Dark Lord would never use a different wand than his own. You can trust me on that.”

Ron mumbled something under his breath as Snape swooped his way out of the classroom. It seemed their little meeting was to be broken up for the evening. Harry made his way to Hermione, who was looking awkward and unsure, and put in his hand on her shoulder. Ron was looking frantically around the room, anywhere but at Hermione.

“Hermione, you have enough people telling you you’re brilliant.” Harry searched for what he wanted to say as he looked at his best friend. “So I’ll say thank you instead. Thank you, I know that helping me was why you risked well… everything. We’d be lost without you Hermione Granger. You’re going down in history.” Hermione shrugged his hand off her shoulder jerkily and for a split second, Harry thought she was still angry. That was until she wrapped her arms around his neck in one of her spontaneous bursts of affection. She held him tightly and Harry realised, in that moment, that this bossy, bushy-haired girl had come to mean just as much to him as Ron did. He held her to him before releasing her gently, turning on his heel and left the dungeon without a glance at either Weasley. He was so preoccupied that he failed to notice footsteps echoing through the corridors behind him. 

“Harry! Harry wait!” He could hear Ginny say something unflattering about legs longer than hers as he stopped at the sound of her voice. He turned to meet her, and nearly turned away again when he saw that she had tears streaming down her face. She didn’t wait for him to say anything and the tone of her voice was urgent as she spoke.

“I- I can feel you Harry. In the dungeon, you thought-“ Ginny’s voice broke on a sob and she wrapped her arms around him. Harry knew what she had felt and he let the shame course through him as he held Ginny around the waist and let her comfort him. “We will not let you die, Harry. You’re too important.” She was now talking into his shoulder and through her sobs Harry was having difficulty understanding what she was saying. “Not because of the stupid prophecy, not because of Voldemort.” She lifted her head and looked up into his face. Harry thought that he had never seen anything more beautiful than this girl, blotchy face and all. Her eyes were fierce. “Because you’re Harry and you mean the world to a lot of people. To my brother and Hermione, to Sirius, to my mother and father, to Dumbledore, to just about everyone in our house. Harry, you’re important because of who you are, not because of a paragraph in a few books. You mean the world…” Ginny took a deep breath, obviously she was determined to make her point clear, no matter what the cost. “You mean the world to me.”

Harry stared down at her, at a total loss as to what to say. They hadn’t spoken for over six weeks, and here she was, pouring her heart out to him because she had felt his pain over the thought of being killed. Of being ripped away from everything that had become so important. Of having one of his friends taken from him as his parents had been. Voldemort was too close, Harry could sense him now, and not just through his scar. In that moment, he had no idea why Ginny and he weren’t together. It didn’t make sense. Nothing mattered but this moment, in this castle that had become his first true home. Harry ran his hands up Ginny’s back, bringing them around to rest on either side of her face. Watched her eyes widen in recognition quickly before they lowered to stare at his mouth. He smiled slightly as he lowered his head and claimed her mouth in a kiss that was so full, it made the world stop. They jumped apart and blushed at the sound of footsteps echoing downstairs across the Entrance Hall. Harry didn’t know how long they’d kissed, but they were both still a little out of breath when Ron and Hermione, holding hands and grinning foolishly, appeared at the top of the stairs.

“Wow, what are you two doing up here? You left the dungeon ages ago!” Ron obviously had no idea what his best friend and his little sister had been doing in that corridor. Hermione, however, had obviously cottoned on and elbowed Ron in the ribs, before dragging him away. Harry and Ginny watched them go, not sure what to do next.

“Ginny, listen-“

“Harry, I think-“

They shared an awkward smile before Ginny gestured to Harry that he should speak. 

“Ginny, there’s obviously lots we need to talk about. I care about you. And I want to be with you. But Voldemort, he’s close, and I won’t risk you because you’re my girlfriend. I’ll tell you something that I haven’t told anyone yet, I think he’s coming for me. For us, by the end of the school year.”

“You haven’t told anyone? Harry, Dumbledore needs to know!”

“And I’ll tell him, but I want you to understand first. After… after what just happened, I don’t want you to think I kissed you because you were there and you knew how I felt.”

“Harry, I’ve said a lot of really dumb things since we’ve been friends. I thought the things I said before, in my first, second and third year were bad, it was nothing compared with how I’ve behaved since. But I wouldn’t ever think that of you, even if the accusation came right out of my mouth, I wouldn’t mean it. It’s the curse of a Weasley you see, we’ve never been able to think, and then speak.” She smiled slightly before putting a hand to his cheek and speaking softly, her expression solemn. “I’ll wait for you.”

Harry felt a grin spread across his face, and hoped that Ginny could feel the good things he felt, as well as the bad. Then she’d know he loved her. They made their way slowly back to Gryffindor tower, as relaxed as they had ever been with each other. Neither of them realised they’d somehow entwined their fingers on their walk through the corridors and that they were both smiling widely as they caught up on the last six weeks.

The Easter holidays were more than a little stressful everyone who was in fourth year and above. Harry spent a lot of his time, when he wasn’t studying for his sixth year exams, which were predictive of how the students would do in their NEWTs, up in Dumbledore’s office, plotting a way that could prevent Voldemort from attacking Hogwarts. Harry had spilled out his dreams to Dumbledore and Sirius, and Sirius had raved at him for being so stupid before they could actually start planning anything. Harry felt that they were planning too much on his on gut feeling, but Dumbledore thought it would be best to be safe, just in case. The wards on the castle were improved, and the residents of Hogsmeade were treated to a rare visit by the Hogwarts headmaster. They were told how to protect their homes, and by order of the Village council, they were now made to live under a curfew. Shops had to be closed by three o’clock every afternoon, and under no circumstances were any of the residents to leave their homes after dark. It seemed that some of the residents had been happily ignoring the constant attacks on muggles and muggle borns being carried out by Voldemort and his followers. Now, however, it was all very real. Transportation was limited to apparating, the Ministry had had intelligence reports that the floo network was being monitored by Death Eaters. Harry watched with dismay as Hermione continuously stressed about her parents. The war had intensified and there was hardly any owl post coming into England at all. Hermione hadn’t heard from them for two weeks. Harry, Ron and Hermione saw Ginny only at dinner, and briefly sometimes as she raced through the common room to go to the Library, calling out a brief “hi” over her shoulder as she passed them. Harry found himself looking forward to a brief glance of long red hair, which made him feel silly. On top of all of this, the three friends had been training in the early morning to call on their elements in just seconds. Hermione had confessed that her and Ginny had been training together at night times, as Ginny simply did not have time to focus on anything but her OWLs throughout the day. The fact that Ron was not only getting up early, but he was also doing something strenuous before breakfast without one word of complaint, seemed to depress Harry a little. Something so little, made the entire war and what he and his friends were facing, seem so much more terrifying. 

Harry had somehow gotten it into the back of his head over the last six years that he would win. He would fight Voldemort, the most powerful Dark wizard whose powers were rivalled only by Dumbledore, and he would win. Now, however, with the world changing, and his classmates whispering as he walked past them, Harry was afraid. Truly, bone deep afraid. And during the easter break, in some of the many planning sessions with Dumbledore and Sirius, and later Ron and Hermione, Harry became aware of how life would be if he let these people down. There would be no more good in the world, every dark lord to come after Voldemort would be just as powerful as he was. Good, innocent people would die or live in fear for generations to come because the Boy Who Lived, the only remaining Heir of Gryffindor, had not lived up to the expectations placed on him as a baby. There was no choice but to win. Voldemort seemed to be moving too fast for any of them, he was always one step ahead. Harry wasn’t getting visions anymore, and he was sure that that was Voldemort’s doing as well. Sentences now started with “After the war…” and it amazed Harry time and time again how much things could change in such a short amount of time. 

The last term of the year began and Dumbledore was addressing the students more and more and could often be seen wondering the halls between classes, to assure them that he was there. Harry was grateful for his presence, it seemed colder in the corridors than it ever had before, even in the cold Scotish winters. 

There was only one bright light in all the depression. Snape hadn’t taken points off Gryffindor since Hermione had told them about her spell. He hadn’t said anything nasty to Harry or any of his friends. Harry thought that with the upcoming war, Snape was trying to redeem his sins, or something like that.

May had gone quickly, as it always did when you were dreading something. And Harry was very much dreading his exams. He hadn’t been able to study, even after stopping his meditation and dueling lessons. His mind was on bigger things than exams he could make up for next year, if he lived that long. It was the last week, and if Gryffindor hadn’t have taken the Cup so convincingly, the last Quidditch game would have been played the weekend before exams. But instead, Harry found himself cramming in the common room. Hermione was sitting on the couch on her own, casually reading a book as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Unless you took a closer look and saw that she was unnaturally pale, had dark circles under her eyes and was gaunt in her face.

Ron was sitting at the same table as Harry, randomly taking notes from every text book they’d been assigned this year. This amused Harry a lot.

“Err… Ron?” Harry said, a laugh in his voice. “What is it, exactly, that you’re doing?”

“Harry, are you blind? I’m studying!”

“What was the last thing you write down?”

Harry laughed aloud at the blank look on Ron’s face, which made Hermione close her book and come over to them.

“Ron! What’s that supposed to be?”

“Well, Pretty, I like to call them notes. They’re often used by students to study.”

“Yes well, Mr Weasley, I am fairly sure that I know a lot more about being a student who actually studies than you do, and I call them rubbish.”

“What? No, Hermione, don’t say that, it’s two days before exams.”

“I know,” she said sadly. “That’s why I’m going to let you study from mine.”

Harry jumped to his feet.

“Hey, how come Ron’s allowed?!” 

Harry was glad that the three of them were joking again. Especially when he saw Hermione’s eyes sparkle and the lines that had developed around Ron’s mouth all but disappear.

“I could give you list Harry,” Hermione said coyly “of the things Ron’s allowed to do and you’re not.”

They both exploded with laughter as Harry felt the heat rise in his face and his head drop to look at the floor. 

“Prats.”

“Oh, come on Harry. You know I wouldn’t give Ron my notes, and not you.”

“Yeah well, you didn’t have to… you know… say that!”

And so it was that Harry and Ron happily sat their exams, almost forgetting for three whole days that Voldemort was coming.

It began on the last day of the OWLs and the NEWTs. The students were sitting down to dinner in the Great Hall, chattering or sitting silently and wondering when they would see each other again, what they would do now they’d graduated, or in Harry’s case, if Hogwarts would still be there when it was time to come back for his last year. At dinner that night, Harry thought back on all his experiences at Hogwarts. He looked over at his two friends, wondering if he would have survived all those things without them. He shuddered when he thought of what might have been. Had he shaken Malfoy’s hand, left Ron alone on the Hogwarts Express that day, he could very easily now be sitting in Azkaban, just like Malfoy or worse, sitting somewhere with Voldemort, planning an attack on the very people who meant the world to him.

“You mean the world to me.”

Ginny’s voice breezed through his head and warmed his heart as he looked over to her. She sent a small, worried smile his way and went back to eating her dinner. Harry took some time to have a look at his fellow Gryffindors. He was sure, even without house pride, that the people sitting at this table would be on the front line of whatever battle was to come. They were brave and loyal, and that was the reason they were sitting where they were. If he was to sort a war startegy into houses, he would say that the Gryffindors would be doing the fighting, Hufflepuff would be taking over from them, backing them 100% and working until they were falling over. Ravenclaw would be behind the Hufflepuffs, passing strategies and tactics to the Slytherins, who would be sneaking behind the enemies back to secretly carry out these plans. On their own terms, of course.

Dumbledore had just stood up for his now nightly address, when the war truly hit Hogwarts.

Fred or George Weasley, Harry wasn’t sure which, burst into the Great Hall at the very moment that Dumbledore rose from his chair. Harry watched with dismay as the man, whichever twin it was was unrecognisable, staggered between the Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff tables. He was bloody, his robes were ripped and muddy as if he’d fallen over several times in his effort to get to Hogwarts safely. Harry didn’t notice both Ron and Ginny stand and move towards their brother as one, tears welling in their eyes as they watched him struggle just to make it to the head table.

Harry and Hermione also stood and made their way to the head table to hear what had happened. The silence in the Great Hall was deafening. Where five minutes before cutlery had been scraping on plates, goblets had been tipped over, students had been chatting about exams, there was now nothing as the entire school watched their former classmate break down and sob as he tried to tell Dumbledore what had happened.

“The dark mark – everywhere. Professor, I can’t find my brother, I can’t find Fred. They attacked Zonkos first, I saw Madame Rosmeretta running away, they were chasing her sir. Fred got in their way when he told me to come here and tell you. There were hundreds of them, we couldn’t do anything.”

“It will be alright Mr Weasley. Minerva, if you could organise the students? I think we need to call the Order.”

“Yes Albus.”

“Professor McGonnogall?” Hermione’s voice was small and scared and Harry couldn’t tell what it was she wanted, obviously, however McGonnogall could.

“I believe we can handle it Miss Granger, why don’t you go with the Professor.”

Hermione looked awfully grateful as she nodded.

“George, I need you to come with us now, we need to know all that you can tell us. Are you able to do walk up to my office?”

George nodded bravely, but Harry shuddered at the look in his eyes. He tried to remember them as sparkling and mischievous, but the dead look in them now was replacing all the memories Harry had of George Weasley.

It seemed to take forever to get to Dumbledore’s office and into the realm. They lay George down on the ground and he recounted his story.

“They came for us first, me and Fred. We heard the screams outside and we started packing up our stuff when they broke in downstairs. They were laughing, and they broke down the door with force, not magic. Fred told me we’d have to separate, that I’d have to go to Hogwarts and that he’d stay and fight them off. I tried to get him to come with me, I tried to pull him away, but the git wouldn’t budge, said that he wasn’t going to let filthy Death Eaters attack his place without killing a few of them first. I’ve never seen him so mad. He scared me and I ran, and now I don’t know where he is.”

“George, listen.” Harry said. “When I call the Order, Fred has to come. He has no choice.”

“Harry, what if he can’t? What if…” Harry knew what George wanted to say, and couldn’t bring himself to. If they had killed Fred Weasley, Harry would happily use the killing curse on every single one of them.

“George, he’ll come, alright? It takes more than a few Death Eaters to get rid of a Weasley.” Harry just wished he felt as certain as he sounded. He looked to Dumbledore, who gave a slight nod. Harry gently pulled up the sleeve of George’s robes, and touched the mark of the Order. In a split second, chaos reigned within the realm as everybody was dragged there from what they had been doing. Harry felt his heart drop when he couldn’t see Fred, until there was another pop, a loud, angry voice shouting “Expelliramus” and Dumbledore’s own wand went flying, landing neatly in Fred’s hand.

“Oh, sorry about that Headmaster.” Fred flashed a grin as he handed Dumbledore back his wand. He turned to look at everyone, who were staring at him.

“What?”

Ginny jumped on him, sobbing with relief. Soon, the entire Weasley clan were surrounding their son and brother, berating him for being so hot headed, and in the next breath telling him they loved him and that they were proud of him for staying to fight. Then, of course, they had to tell George they were just as proud for not staying. Harry thought it was all very complicated, but nothing stays simple in a Weasley conversation.

Dumbledore called for silence and everyone there stopped and gave him their attention. Unintentionally, Harry, Ron, Hermione and Ginny stood on either side of the headmaster as he made his plans known.

“Harry has called you here, of course, because of tonights attack on Hogsmeade. We will split up into teams and make our way down to the village. However, I need a team of four to stay here with the students. George Weasley has told us that there are hundreds of Death Eaters there.”

“The Aurors had just arrived when I got zapped here sir.” Fred called out.

“Excellent, then we are not so outnumbered as I thought. Who will be staying here then?”

It was decided that Sirius, Remus, Mrs Weasley and Snape would stay. Harry knew why Snape and Mrs Weasley were staying, but he couldn’t understand exactly why both Sirius and Remus had decided to aswell until the others had all been moved out, through tears and goodbyes that were trying not to sound like goodbyes.

Sirius turned to Harry and his friends.

“It’s time.”

The reaction was immense in its simplicity. Hermione let out a gasp, Ginny a whimper, and Ron stood taller and took a deep breath. Harry, though he would never be able to explain it after, gave orders. His voice was strong and sure, even though his insides were shaking. 

“Sirius, you need to go and get Ms Abbot, I have a feeling we’ll need her here, and she has something to say to Neville Longbottom.”

“Harry, she’ll be fighting down in Hogsmeade, I can’t just go…” Sirius stopped speaking at the look Harry gave him and sighed. With a pop, he was gone and Harry was grateful that the realm allowed people to Apparate and Disapparate out of Hogwarts. 

“Mrs Weasley, would it be all right if you went down to the kitchens and asked the house elves if they could take something to drink for the students in all four houses? I don’t think any of them will be sleeping and they’re going to need their energy.”

“Of course Harry.” Harry gave her the password to Dumbledores office and she was gone just seconds later.

“Remus?”

“Yes Harry?”

“I’d like to meditate. I need you to anchor me, I’m going to try and get into Voldemort’s head.” He turned to his friends, who were looking at him like he’d just grown a second head. “I need you three to practice that spell with Professor Snape standing by and watching. Professor Snape, anything you see that could prevent the spell from working, needs to be worked on.”

“And when you are the one that prevents it from working Potter?” Obviously, the potions master didn’t take kindly to taking orders from one of his students, let alone this particular student.

“Just do as I say please, there is no place for your hate for my father here.” And there goes my Potions NEWT Harry thought, as he and Remus moved towards the pond. Harry sat on the ground and took the position he needed to get the appropriate response from his brain. He gave a quick wave to the Unicorn and the Robin who were watching him from across the pond, closed his eyes and opened his mind. He tapped into the power of his scar and tried to hunt down Voldemort. He heard Remus telling him soothing things in his head, keeping him calm as he banged up against the wall that Voldemort had put up around his mind. 

“Always one step ahead, aren’t you, you –“ Harry called Voldemort a name that Hermione wouldn’t have approved of as he pulled out of the meditation.

“What was it Harry?” Remus asked.

“He won’t let me in, he’s protecting himself. It would take days…”

“Ok, you better get practicing that spell then.”

“Right.”

It was about half an hour before Mrs Weasley came back. The house elves, apparently, were in a panic and she had been comforting them all. Harry felt like a different person, having ordered everyone about. It had felt natural and right and it half filled a hole inside him that had been there for as long as Harry could remember. 

Sirius came back into the realm, Ms Abbot in tow. She didn’t look happy as she stared at Harry.

“You’ve pulled me off a job.”

“I know it. I’m sorry Ms. Abbot…”

“Lily.” Ms Abbot whispered in awe. The Robin had flown over unnoticed and sat Ms Abbot’s shoulder. At the sound of the whisper, the small bird rubbed her head against the Aurors cheek.

“How- how did you recognise her so quickly?” Harry’s voice was quiet and respectful.

“Oh Harry.” Ms Abbot said, tears in her eyes. “Your mum and I had a conversation once. She asked me if I could be anything in the world, what would I be? When I told her, she said she’d be a pretty, small bird, with beautifully coloured feathers.” Ms Abbot gave a watery laugh, the tears were falling freely down her face now as she stroked the small birds wings. They stayed in the realm for a little while, talking and planning. Harry decided when they should leave the realm, but couldn’t hold Sirius, Remus and Ms Abbot from demanding they be escorted back to Gryffindor tower in their company. Snape and Mrs Weasley were going to check on the other houses, before going back to Dumbledore’s office to wait for news.

It was two days before the Order met again. Madam Pomfrey was flat out in the Hospital Wing as Aurors and members of the Orders were treated as quickly as possible. Three healers from St. Mungos were drafted in to help her, though Harry was sure that the stern nurse was staying up night and day to take care of all her patients.

The Order and Ms Abbot were in the realm. Dumbledore had just informed them that Hogsmeade was almost under total control of Voldemort and his supporters, and that Voldemort had become so powerful, that there was no Light wand magic that would hold him back, not even Dumbledore. Dumbledore was sure that Voldemort would soon be on his way to Hogwarts, possibly within the next 24 hours. The plan, if one could call it that, was to let him come and fight him on their own turf. There was silence, except for the tweetering of the birds in the trees. Harry watched his mum fly over and sit on Hermione’s shoulder, she bobbed her head up and down and Harry was sure she was trying to tell them something. He waited, however, until the people around them had struck up some remblance of conversation. They were all dead on their feet, and the conversation was short and forced, but it was there and it gave Harry the cover he thought he needed.

“Mum, chirp once for yes and twice for no, ok? Have you got something to say to Hermione specifically?”

“Chirp.”

“Is it about old wandless magic?”

“Chirp.”

“Has Hermione done what you wanted her to do when you wrote that book?”

“Chirp.”

“And that’s what you wanted to say?”

“Chirp.”

“Mum, do you think we have a chance of winning?” 

Harry, for the benefit of his friends, tried to keep the doubt out of his voice but it seeped through anyway. It warmed Harry more than he cared to admit when his mother gave one short, sharp and definite chirp.

“Thanks Mum.” Harry smiled his first smile in days. The bird jumped from Hermione’s shoulder to Harry’s and stayed there for the rest of the meeting. Harry said a teary goodbye to the Robin and the Unicorn as he left the realm, not knowing when or if he would ever see them again.

The next morning, the 1st of June when students should have been doing last minute packing and looking forward to a summer free of obligations, found Voldemort on the grounds of Hogwarts. Harry had taken one glance out the window of his dormitory, saw red snake eyes staring right back up at him, the face that wasn’t quite human smiling menacingly, and felt cold. Bone deep, dementor cold. He wouldn’t look out a window ever again without seeing that face. Many of the students were shocked at the speed of the attack and Neville Longbottom was trying to come to terms with the fact that he had two new family members. Neville had come running into the common room at about ten o’clock the night before, a grin across his face like Harry had never seen.

“Harry, guess what?”

“What is it Neville?” The boys grin was contagious and Harry felt his own crawl slowly across his face. It certainly had nothing to with the fact that Ginny had just grasped his hand under the table, squeezing it tightly.

“Professor Black’s girlfriend… the Auror… she’s Hannah’s mum, you know?” Harry laughed aloud at Neville’s question.

“Neville, I live with Professor Black, I know who his girlfriend is.” Harry replied kindly.

“Oh, course, anyway, you’re not going to believe it… she’s my aunty! I have an aunty! And Hannah’s my cousin! We’ve been going to school together for 6 years and we never knew!”

Neville, in that moment as he told his story, reminded Harry so strongly of Hagrid that he actually felt tears well in his eyes and a burning at the back of his throat.

“That’s fantastic Neville.”

“I know, she said she didn’t know how I would handle it, but she’s going to talk to my Gran, ask her if I can go stay with them for the second half of the summer. I’m really looking forward to it! An Aunty!”

Now, as the morning brought with it death and destruction, Harry wasn’t so sure that any of them had a lot to look forward to.

The students were moved as one to the Great Hall at lunch time. Harry looked all around for a familiar face, and tried his best to ignore the screams that were coming from just outside. This proved futile, as the students, of which there were only 1000, were deadly silent, even the footsteps were quiet. A few whimpers and whispers could be heard but it wasn’t nearly enough to drown out the sound of Cruciatus. Hermione was holding on to both Harry and Ron’s hand, with Ginny on the other side of Harry, holding his hand too. Hermione was paler as he had ever seen her, even counting how she had been since losing contact with her parents.

The teaching staff were yet to set foot outside the castle, but Harry knew it wouldn’t be too long before they were forced to join the Aurors currently fighting for Hogwarts. He couldn’t think of one teacher who would sit by and let someone else do the dirty work. Not even Snape. As they all gathered on the couches and chairs and tables that been set up in the Great Hall, Dumbledore stood before them.

“House predjudices have no place here. Many of you have loved ones outside, fighting for both sides of this war. Before our teaching staff exit the castle to fight for what is good and right and invaluable, I wish to give all students an ultimatum. Some of your fathers and mothers are Death Eaters, they are there by their own free will and you know who they are. If you believe that it is, in fact, these people who are fighting for what’s good and right, and not us, then I wish you to leave this castle. I have encouraged you all to be free thinking, to form your own opinions and to use your skills as you see fit. By all means, fight for what you believe in. However, fight with the knowledge, also, that everyone else present witnessed you leaving here voluntarily and should you survive the current battle, you will indeed end up in Azkaban.”

Harry’s eyes drifted towards the Slytherin house, though he was sure that it hadn’t been intentional. They were gathered, as always, huddled in a group and Harry realised with quite a shock that not one of them moved. No one did.

“Thank you. You have all done this old headmaster proud. Teachers, let’s get on, shall we?”

Harry realised that Sirius was included. He hadn’t thought of it before, which had been stupid of him. He bolted out of his chair and ran towards Sirius, wondering if this would be the last time he spoke to him, the last time he felt that hand on his shoulder or ruffling his hair. They stared at each other for the longest time, before Harry grabbed his godfather in a fierce hug. It was that moment when Harry knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that there was no way he was going to stay in the Great Hall for long.

It wasn’t long after the entire teaching staff had joined the battle raging outsided before the students began speaking among themselves. Harry heard his name several times before he stood up and started pacing, trying to figure out how to get out of the Great Hall without endangering anyone. He had been pacing solidly before Hermione approached, a plate of food in hand.

“I know what you’re thinking, Harry.”

Harry had known that Hermione would be the first to cotton on to what he was planning to do and had a speech already prepared.

“Look, Hermione, he’s here for me – the more time I spend in here-“

“I know and I agree.”

“- The more chance he has of killing – Hang on a second, you agree?”

“Of course I do. Harry, he’s after you, he’s after us, and the Professors have locked us in here, all as one in this trap. We need to get out, we need to fight. You probably haven’t been listening to the things our classmates are saying, have you?”

“Err… no, I heard them say my name a couple of times, and I tuned out.”

Ron and Ginny had approached them by then and Harry found he really did have an appetite, after all. He started to eat off his plate with his fingers, he was going to need his energy. His heart was pounding madly and he would have bet 1,000 galleons that it would have exploded from his chest if Hermione hadn’t spoken at the that moment.

“We need to organise an Army.” She had said it with a smile and something that these days had become known as a laugh, but Harry knew she meant it. They needed an Army, it was exactly true. They would be sending their fellow students into battle, into war, into an almost certain death.

“Harry, you talk to the Head Boy and Girl, I’m going to prepare a speech.”

“I’ve been listening to you all speak amongst yourselves for the last few hours.” Hermione started her speech tentatively, not sure of their ‘plan’ now that it was actually standing before them. “We cannot sit by and watch our teachers be killed. We cannot sit idly and wait for Voldemort to waltz in here and kill us all. We are Hogwarts students, we have more pride than to stand behind our teachers backs and cling to their robes like children. 

More than a few of you have said that you are prepared to go and fight this battle if Harry Potter were leading you. Well, Harry knows what needs to be done and has formulated a plan.”

“Why isn’t he talking then?”

“Because I am, and he’s not rude enough to interrupt.” Harry almost chuckled when the Slytherin fourth year squirmed in his seat at Hermione’s tone and her well known Mcgonnogall expression. “Is there are problem?”

“No.”

“Right, we will split up into teams of four. One person from every house in each team.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s the plan, there really is no time for frivolous questions. The students in third year and below are to stay here in the Great Hall.” Hermione waited for the insulted exclamations to die down before continuing. “You simply have not learned enough for you to be able to defend yourselves. I’m sorry, but those of us with more training will also be too busy to watch out for you. So you’re not to come. Get into teams of four please, there is no time to waste.”

To soon, more than half of the Hogwarts student body were trying to find their way out of the Great Hall.

As the teams of students joined the battle, Harry felt the burning errupt in his scar. He still didn’t know how they’d gotten out of the Great Hall, only that Hermione had had something to do with it. He heard Ron order the students to spread out and help any auror or teacher who seemed to be struggling, to watch each others backs, and to use the Unforgiveables only if it was truly necessary.

Harry’s heart was pounding and he couldn’t see through the pain in his head. The screams of the teachers and aurors, the outraged cries of the Death Eaters as they were caught were running through Harry’s head like a freight train.

He felt a hand on his arm and looked up to see Ginny looking at him strangely. As he looked at her, he felt the pain in his head subside and he was able to take a breath again. As he inhaled, he was assulted by the smell of burning wood and looked around to see the Forbidden Forest was engulfed in flames, as was Hagrid’s hut. At the sight, Harry let the anger soar through him, before quickly tramping it down again.

“Harry, mate, we gotta keep moving. We’re sitting ducks if someone notices the four of us standing on the steps.”

Harry was pulled out of his thoughts by the sound of Ron’s voice and could have cursed himself. As a matter of fact, he may as well have, as he had now drawn the attention of Voldemort’s supporters. Curses came flying at them as Harry instinctively grabbed hold of Ron and ducked down, running at a half crouch until they came round the corner of the building, trusting that the girls would make it too. Harry could see, feel, smell Voldemort, who was standing more than a few feet away, lazily slinging curses at random. Harry almost vomited on his hatred, and then panicked when he failed to see Dumbeldore amongst the chaos.

He saw Sirius, fighting Death Eater after Death Eater and Harry could almost, even from such a great distance, see the mad gleam in his eye. He could see Remus who was ducking, swirling, rolling dodging as he stupefied anything in a black cape. He saw Snape body binding anyone who came within a foot of him. Obviously, a lot of Voldemort’s supporters still weren’t sure whose side Snape was working for as not a lot of them were attacking him. But still, Harry couldn’t see Dumbledore. Then, through the smoke surrounding the Forbidden Forest and billowing out onto the grounds, Harry saw him. He was walking confidently with a woman, a woman that for the first 15 years of his life Harry had thought was old, eccentric and not in anyway magical. Arabella was being followed by Centaurs, Giants and creature after creature, as well as, Harry realised with a shock, hundreds of men and women. Harry thought they must have been werewolves, as it had been Arabella’s job to gather as many magical creatures as she could. Out of the corner of his eye, Harry saw a flash of red hair. Feeling his heart pound even heavier in his chest, he thought for a moment that either Ron or Ginny had left their small alcove, where they were protected by a shield that Hermione had conjured, and kept strengthening. But they hadn’t, they were both there, with him, so who had fallen? The hair had been unmistakeably Weasley, it was unique as was everything else about the family. He felt a burning surge through his head and a cold, high voice echoed in his ears.

“I know you’re here Potter, and I know what you just saw. The Weasley, the muggle-loving mother of all those brats you call friends, she’s lying on the ground before me, I will kill her Harry, as you sit and hide like you always do.”

“No! No! NO!”

“Harry-“

“Don’t you touch her!”

Harry didn’t noticed the terrified expressions on his friends faces, he didn’t notice the pounding in his chest that was more than his heart, trying to ignore the reptilian feeling in his stomach he ran out of their alcove, breaking through the shield that Hermione had been trying to hold, as if it was nothing more than air. He was dodging curses immediately thrown at him, determination like he had never felt before coursing through his veins. He had to save her, Mrs Weasley, he’s first real constant. He stopped in his tracks as he saw her on the ground, though she wasn’t anywhere near Voldemort, who was currently spinning five Aurors around in the air as if they were nothing more than a toy. Before he could move, a harsh voice sounded behind him, it was a voice that was familiar, and as Harry turned to face the woman who had spoken, he realised why. He had seen her before, in his fourth year. In Dumbledore’s pensieve.

Bellatrix Lestrange.

“Couldn’t help yourself, could you Potter? The Dark Lord knew that you were easily manipulated. Knew that you would come for the sake of a Weasley. And now Potter, so easily, so effortlessly, you will die. I will hold you here-“

“Harry!”

Harry turned in horror at the sound of the voice and was sick to the stomach when he saw Neville Longbottom running as fast as he could towards him.

“Neville! No! Stay back!”

“I won’t! I know who she is, what she can do. She tortured MY PARENTS!”

“Ah, but you do have a rugamuffin band of protectors, do you not, Potter? Let’s just get rid of this one, shall we?”

“No! Not Neville, please! I’ll do whatever you want!”

Neville was still running at them, oblivious to anything else but saving Harry.

“Ok Potter, then you shall be the one to die.” And the Death Eater raised her wand, pointing it directly at Harry’s chest. The other Death Eaters, now that they were outnumbered, were being kept occupied in other areas of the grounds, and were not paying attention to the woman, an insane look in her eyes, and the boy standing defiantly.

“Harry! Harry! No!”

“Adavra Kedavra!”

The Lestrange woman had spoken at the same time as Neville. Harry stood, eyes shut, and waited for the life to be whooshed out of him. He felt nothing, but heard a loud thud as something landed at his feet. Oh no. Harry opened his eyes hesitantly, the tears already starting to form. He knew what had happened. Neville Longbottom, who no one ever really paid attention to but Snape, had just sacrificed his own life for Harry’s. He had done it knowingly, without a doubt in his mind that it was the right thing to do.

“Oh Neville.” Harry sobbed. “I’m sorry, I’m so sor-“

“It seems that I was meant to be done with that family.”

Harry had forgotten that the woman was there and felt his hatred and anger build up again inside him. He didn’t tramp it down this time, he fed on it as he raised his wand and spoke a curse he swore he never would. He closed his eyes, the image of Neville dead on the ground burned into the back of his eyelids.

“ADAVRA KEDAVRA!”

He didn’t reopen his eyes as he felt the spell rip through him and out his wand. He didn’t hear her body slam on the ground with a sickening crack. He’d never know, as the moment was seen by no one but his friends who were running towards him, that Bellatrix Lestrange had flown at least 10 feet in the air once she had been hit with the killing curse, something that had never been recorded in Wizarding history.

“Harry!”

“Neville!”

“Oh Merlin.”

Ron, Hermione, and Ginny had all spoken together. They looked simply horrified as they stared at the body of their friend. 

“Shut his eyes.”

“What?” Hermione said softly, as none of them had heard what Harry had mumbled under his breath.

“SHUT HIS EYES!” 

All three of them jumped at Harry’s shout. He didn’t want to see Neville’s eyes anymore, why couldn’t they understand? Why couldn’t they see that there was no soul in them anymore? Ginny knelt briefly at Neville’s side, crying silently as she whispered to herself and brushed her hand over his face, closing his eyes for the last time.

Harry felt something building inside him, something he couldn’t explain but something that was guiding him. It was his senses, his instinct, his emotions rolling to form one big ball inside his stomach.

“We’re ending this war, right now.”

There was no uncertainty. He knew that it had to be now, before anyone else he cared about lost their lives to save his.

“Harry, mate, what are we gonna do? Just walk up and say ‘Oh, hi, Voldemort. We’re going to kill you now, if that’s alright with you’?”

“Yes, but I won’t be asking first. Neville died to save me, Ron. He thought I was worth all of that. I’m not going to disappoint him by going back to that alcove and hiding behind Dumbledore’s robes. It ends, here and now. We know what to do.”

Ron nodded and stood taller, Hermione stopped fidgeting and Ginny wiped the tears out of her face. 

“Are you all ready?”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

Their voices were sure as well, and Harry wondered if they’d unlocked themselves too, as he realised now that he had done when everything inside of him had rolled into one. It had cleansed the darkness left inside him after performing the killing curse.

“Let’s finish it then.”

They passed battling Death Eaters, some of them attempted to spit on Harry as he walked past them. Slowly, as if time had slowed almost to a standstill, Harry and his friends approached the Dark Lord.

“Tom Riddle!” Harry shouted and it was almost as if his voice had carried through the entire battle ground, effectively stopping the fighting that had taken place.

“Ahhh, Harry, so nice of you to join me. Are you enjoying my little gathering?”

“Let’s not bother with politeness. Let’s finished what you started twenty years ago.”

“Oh, think you can win do you.”

Harry would realise later that he had felt no pain in his scar as he had faced down Voldemort.

“No, I don’t think I can win. I know I can.”

And with that said, Harry drew his wand, hoping against hope that Snape had been right, that Voldemort had not brought someone elses wand.

“Stupefy!”

“Cruicio!”
It was an exact repeat of the end of the Triwizard Tournament two years ago. He felt the almost familiar electric charge shoot through his arm as the curses connected. Felt his hand seize around his wand as if something else was controlling it. Felt his feet lift off the ground and heard the Phoenix song.

“Well.” Voldemort said roughly, obviously struggling with his own wand as much as Harry was with his. It was Harry’s only comfort. “De ja vu.”

Hurry, please. He called out to his friends, before clearly hearing Hermione in his head.

“Power of Water, I call to thee

With all the power inside of me

Help us rid the world of he

As we will, so mote it be.”

Almost as soon as Harry heard her finish her part of the spell, he heard Ron just as clearly in his head.

“Power of Wind, I call to thee

With all the power inside of me.

Help us please, set our world free

As we will, so mote it be.”

Harry could see the Crutiatus curse coming closer and closer to him, he couldn’t hold out much longer, soon, the people would be coming out of Voldemort’s wand again. Hurry! 
“Power of Earth, I call to thee

With all the power inside of me

I am him, and he is me

As we will, so mote it be.”

He felt their power surge through him, separately at first, as Ginny closed her end of the spell. It was nearly time, please let it work.

“Power of Water, Wind and Earth

Offer this world a brand new birth

Merge with Fire, as he is we

As completely as we are he

Rid this world of this vile

Forever more and all the while

No more will he walk our lands

No more will die at his hand

Forever more, let us be free

As we will, so mote it be.”

It hit Harry with a burst, memory after memory of his adventures with Ron and Hermione, his long evening talks with Ginny. He saw himself as his friends saw him, felt how they felt about him, as clearly as if he was feeling it himself. Their feelings rolled as one to join the ball that had not that long ago started to build in his stomach. His voice boomed across the grounds as if it no longer belong to him.

“I am Fire, Wind, Water and Earth

No more fear and only mirth

We rid the world, of your power

In this night and in this hour

Be gone from us, forever more

You will die now, at your core

And we will be forever free

As we will so mote it be.”

Harry’s hair had lifted as a blue ball of warm light formed in his left hand. He saw fear, bone deep fear, etched in Voldemort’s face and allowed himself a smirk. Hís eyes shone a deep dark emerald, as he focused on the ball. All his memories, from four different perspectives, were reflected back at him and he felt the love that had built within the sphere.

“Good bye, Tom Riddle.” Harry said to himself as he drew his arm back and shot it forward once more. He felt his feet hit the ground, heard the cheer of the gathered crowd as the darkest wizard of all time evaporated into dust, his pained cries ringing acorss the battleground. He was gone.

Harry felt hands on his arms and looked through blurry vision at his friends. He laid a hand on Ginny’s cheek and wiped a tear away with his thumb as he rubbed it softly across her face. He sent Ron and Hermione a weak smile.

“We did it.” He said on a half laugh as he fell into the blackness, listening helplessly as his friends called his name.

The End

Five  years later

Harry Potter was nervous. Not only was it the 5 year anniversary of the defeat of Voldemort, but something was weighing on his heart. He was pacing the lounge room of the home he shared with Sirius, as well as Nicky and Hannah Abbot. Well, Nicky Black and Hannah Abbot now. Sirius had married the small blonde Auror the year before, much to the delight of both Hannah and Harry, who had formed a strong friendship in the wake of the death of Neville Longbottom. Harry was living in a house full of laughter and love and all the things he had missed out on growing up with the Dursley’s. He treated Hannah like a little sister, and when Justin Finch-Fletchley had broken her heart, he had done the big brotherly thing and paid him a visit. Sirius had come along and needless to say, Justin certainly wouldn’t be accepting the traineeship he had been offered at Hogwarts.

But it wasn’t his family that was weighing him down today. An idea had been forming in his head since his Godfather’s wedding the year before. Something big and scary and wonderful. Tonight, surrounded by family and friends as they celebrated the death Voldemort, and commemorated the loss of Neville Longbottom, Harry was going to do something momentous.

Before then, however, the freshly qualified Auror had a speech to go over, just one more time. Harry Potter truly hated being in the limelight, and the only comfort he had on the 1st of June was the knowledge that he wasn’t alone. Sirius, Nicky and Hannah, as well as the entire Weasley brood, which had grown even larger in number thanks to Charlie and Bill, always attended the ceremony, always stood at the very front of the wizarding community when it was Harry’s turn to make a speech. Ron and Hermione always sat on the stage with him, and Ginny, his Ginny, stood by his side, every time without fail, when he spoke to the gathered crowd.

The four of them had gone down in history on the grounds of Hogwarts on that fateful day and all four of them had used their fame in different ways. Ron had used his name to fill the position of Keeper on the Chudley Canons, and led them first into the first grade league, and then to two championship titles over the last two years. Now, however, his Canons posters were packed away and his room at the Burrow almost empty, as he and Hermione would be moving in together in just four weeks time. They had decided to keep the embarrassing double bed, and the thought of it still made Harry shudder. Hermione had surprised everyone except Ron and Harry by going into political activism. She fought hard with the ministry for all creatures she thought weren’t getting fair treatment, and she was known throughout the wizarding world as formiddable but fair, and someone who always won whatever fight she decided to take hold of. She was the youngest ever person to be appointed to the Wizengamot, and the entire Weasley clan had partied, along with her parents, for over three days when she was appointed. S.P.E.W however, had never gotten much past Hogwarts, as all the House elves across the wizarding community had rebelled against right to payments, pensions and sick leave. Except Dobby, who no longer served at Hogwarts, but the Black family instead. He and Winky had had a “joining ceremony” two months after the war had ended. Thanks to Hermione, it was now required that Werewolves be treated as any other human being, and not as half breeds. Thanks to Hermione, the Department for Regulation and Control of Magical Creatures, formerly headed by Amos Diggory, had been done away with altogether and replaced with The Care of Magical Creatures Department, which was jointly run by Amos Diggory and Remus Lupin. Hermione had passed the Rubeus Hagrid Charter, which ensured that all magical creatures, whether defined by the ministry as dangerous or not, would be given fair treatment and the right to a proper trial.

Ginny had given into her Element within the Order and, with the help of Fred and George, opened an orphanage in Hogsmeade. The amount of war orphans was overwhelming, but Ginny had put her name to good use and raised enough money. Soon, the orphanage had become bigger, and, within the three years it had been since Ginny graduated from Hogwarts, the Longbottom Foundation was founded. Every year, a Yule Ball was held and Galleons were raised to help, not only the orphanage, but also underprivelidged families and restoring the world to rights. Harry couldn’t have been more proud of his girlfriend, and was one of the foundations biggest donors.

Dumbledore had shocked the entire wizarding world by not only refusing to accept the roll of the Minister of Magic after the retirement (though some would say sacking) of Cornelius Fudge but he had also quit as the headmaster of Hogwarts. Now that the world was safe, Dumbledore had said in a statement, he was going to sit back and let his teeth rot on sweets well into his retirement. His suggestion of one Mrs Molly Weasley to fill the post of the Minister of Magic had been met with a resounding “yes” by the community, both shocking and delighting every Weasley there ever was. She had just been voted in for a second term, with a whopping 92% of the vote.

Harry heard footsteps on the stairs and turned to his Godfather standing at his bedroom door.

“Are you ready?”

Harry knew he was asking more than if Harry had his shoes on, his wallet and wand, and if he’d brushed his teeth.

“I think so. May as well get it over and done with.”

Sirius nodded and put his hand on Harry’s shoulder as they walked out the door and didn’t remove his hand until they were at Hogwarts and Harry had to move up on to the stage that had been set up on the spot where Voldemort had disintegrated. He greeted Ginny, Ron and Hermione, who all looked a bit dashing in their formal wear. Harry wondered if they were melting in their dress robes just as he was. The four sat through the formalities, first Mrs Weasley gave her speech, thanking them all for coming and reminding them of the sacrifices that had been made during and after the war. Harry knew she had written it herself, even though as the Minister of Magic she had at least three speech writers at her beck and call.

Harry was then introduced to the crowd by Dumbledore and rose from his seat, heart pounding and palms sweaty. He almost sat back down again as not only Ginny, but Ron and Hermione also stood to accompany him to the podium. In the previous four years, they had never done that. Harry was grateful for it anyway, and wouldn’t question their support. He stood at the podium and raised his hands so they rested on either side of it. He looked passed the expectant faces, rather than at them, as he began to speak.

“We are here today not only to celebrate the end of a dark era, but to also commemorate those who gave their lives selflessly so that we could continue on with ours. As you all know, my friends and I have had personal experiences with one such person. Neville Longbottom was an amazing friend, but I would like to hold a minute’s silence for all of those lost to us now, and for their families and friends so tragically affected.”

The only sound was the tweetering of the birds in the trees and odd scuffle as the children gathered lost their patience with the silence. Harry felt Ginny’s hand on his arm and realised his minute was up.

“Thank you.” As one, every head turned to Harry again. “I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say to you all today. Apart from those who believe tabloid magazines, you’ll know that I’m not very comfortable standing up here before you. However, I think it’s important that we stand together today and reflect on the things we could have done to prevent the lead up to the war. The likes of Voldemort shall never again be seen in our community. Racism and Predjudice should be discouraged without a second thought. There is no such thing as a blood traitor, or a mudblood. And I think these words should be wiped from our vocabularly, rather than the word Voldemort. A very wise man told me once that ‘fear of a name only increases fear of the thing itself.’ I still hold this as true, and I will continue to say Voldemort, even as you cringe. I will continue to say it until every child is reading it in their text books. He is no longer, and he will never be with us again. Stand tall, stand as one, and be proud of all that we have accomplished. Thanks to the likes of Neville Longbottom, there is no longer any need to be afraid. Thank you.”

The Weasley’s and the Black’s met for dinner at least twice a week. One time at the Burrow, and one time at Sirius and Harry’s. They never had found a name for their house, and even though Nicky and Hannah lived their too, it would always be known as Sirius and Harry’s. Their annual dinners were something special though, where Mr and Mrs Weasley splurged and fed the entire family at the local restaurant in Hogsmeade. Harry loved these evenings, with lots of laughter and reminiscing. And the fact that the Weasley’s were able to feed twenty one people at a top class restaurant was enough to make Harry’s grin that little bit wider. Throughout the meal Harry was almost able to ignore the heavy weight in his pocket. Charlie’s wife, Meg, was entertaining them all throughout the entrée with stories of Dumbledores recent visit to the Dragon compound where her and Charlie both worked. Their daughter, also named Charlie, sat bouncing happily on Harry’s knee, occasionally knocking over glasses and flicking knives onto the floor with her pudgy hands. The glasses and knives were picked up and put out of reach without a break in the conversation. Ron had spent some time telling his nephew, Bill and Fleur’s son, about the rules of Quidditch. His three year old hands were happily slapping Ron’s cheeks as he ignored every word his uncle said. Harry had almost forgotten why he had a nervous feeling until after dessert, when both Ron and Mr Weasley, the only two people at the table who knew what he was about to do, gave him a very pointed look. Ron went so far as to nudge him in the ribs with his elbow. Harry took a deep breath and gathered all his Gryffindor courage, before standing up, to the puzzled looks of everyone at the table. He took Ginny’s hand and pulled her gently from her seat until she was standing in front of him before taking a deep breath and bending down on one knee. His hand clutched hers tightly as he looked up into her face, trying to to tune out the shocked gasps of delight coming from their table. His heart was pounding harder than ever in his chest as he looked at Ginny, whose face had gone deathly white. Casting his doubts to the wind, he spoke.

“Ginny, you’ve shared every moment with me, or near me, since I was twelve.” He had to choke back the lump in his throat as tears began to fall down her face. “I love you, I will always love you, and I’m asking you now, in front of everyone important to me and to us, if you will share the rest of my life with me, as well.” He pulled a small box out of his pocket, and opened it before her. The emerald sparkled back at Ginny, reflecting in her eyes. “Will you marry me?”

“Yes!” Ginny choked through her tears and laughter. “Oh Harry! Without question!!” And as she pulled him to his feet, and jumped into his arms, as he heard the cheering and shouting and crying of his family, Harry Potter, for the first time in his entire life, felt utterly and completely whole.

