
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chap­ter 1. A Day of Very Low Prob­a­bil­ity

Ev­ery inch of wall space is cov­ered by a book­case. Each book­case has six shelves, go­ing al­most to the ceil­ing. Some book­shelves are stacked to the brim with hard­back books: sci­ence, maths, his­tory, and ev­ery­thing else. Other shelves have two lay­ers of pa­per­back sci­ence fic­tion, with the back layer of books propped up on old tis­sue boxes or lengths of wood, so that you can see the back layer of books above the books in front. And it still isn’t enough. Books are over­flow­ing onto the ta­bles and the so­fas and mak­ing lit­tle heaps un­der the win­dows.
This is the liv­ing-room of the house oc­cu­pied by the em­i­nent Pro­fes­sor Michael Ver­res-Evans, and his wife, Mrs. Petu­nia Evans-Ver­res, and their adopted son, Harry James Pot­ter-Evans-Ver­res.
There is a let­ter ly­ing on the liv­ing-room ta­ble, and an un­stamped en­ve­lope of yel­low­ish parch­ment, ad­dressed to Mr. H. Pot­ter in emer­ald-green ink.
The Pro­fes­sor and his wife are speak­ing sharply at each other, but they are not shout­ing. The Pro­fes­sor con­sid­ers shout­ing to be un­civilised.
“You’re jok­ing,” Michael said to Petu­nia. His tone in­di­cated that he was very much afraid that she was se­ri­ous.
“My sis­ter was a witch,” Petu­nia re­peated. She looked fright­ened, but stood her ground. “Her hus­band was a wiz­ard.”
“This is ab­surd!” Michael said sharply. “They were at our wed­ding - they vis­ited for Christ­mas -”
“I told them you weren’t to know,” Petu­nia whis­pered. “But it’s true. I’ve seen things -”
The Pro­fes­sor rolled his eyes. “Dear, I un­der­stand that you’re not fa­mil­iar with the scep­ti­cal lit­er­a­ture. You may not re­alise how easy it is for a trained ma­gi­cian to fake the seem­ingly im­pos­si­ble. Re­mem­ber how I taught Harry to bend spoons? If it seemed like they could al­ways guess what you were think­ing, that’s called cold read­ing -”
“It wasn’t bend­ing spoons -”
“What was it, then?”
Petu­nia bit her lip. “I can’t just tell you. You’ll think I’m -” She swal­lowed. “Lis­ten. Michael. I wasn’t - al­ways like this -” She ges­tured at her­self, as though to in­di­cate her lithe form. “Lily did this. Be­cause I - be­cause I begged her. For years, I begged her. Lily had al­ways been pret­tier than me, and I’d… been mean to her, be­cause of that, and then she got magic, can you imag­ine how I felt? And I begged her to use some of that magic on me so that I could be pretty too, even if I couldn’t have her magic, at least I could be pretty.”
Tears were gath­er­ing in Petu­nia’s eyes.
“And Lily would tell me no, and make up the most ridicu­lous ex­cuses, like the world would end if she were nice to her sis­ter, or a cen­taur told her not to - the most ridicu­lous things, and I hated her for it. And when I had just grad­u­ated from uni­ver­sity, I was go­ing out with this boy, Ver­non Durs­ley, he was fat and he was the only boy who would talk to me. And he said he wanted chil­dren, and that his first son would be named Dud­ley. And I thought to my­self, what kind of par­ent names their child Dud­ley Durs­ley? It was like I saw my whole fu­ture life stretch­ing out in front of me, and I couldn’t stand it. And I wrote to my sis­ter and told her that if she didn’t help me I’d rather just -”
Petu­nia stopped.
“Any­way,” Petu­nia said, her voice small, “she gave in. She told me it was dan­ger­ous, and I said I didn’t care any more, and I drank this po­tion and I was sick for weeks, but when I got bet­ter my skin cleared up and I fi­nally filled out and… I was beau­ti­ful, peo­ple were nice to me,” her voice broke, “and af­ter that I couldn’t hate my sis­ter any more, es­pe­cially when I learned what her magic brought her in the end -”
“Dar­ling,” Michael said gen­tly, “you got sick, you gained some weight while rest­ing in bed, and your skin cleared up on its own. Or be­ing sick made you change your diet -”
“She was a witch,” Petu­nia re­peated. “I saw it.”
“Petu­nia,” Michael said. The an­noy­ance was creep­ing into his voice. “You know that can’t be true. Do I re­ally have to ex­plain why?”
Petu­nia wrung her hands. She seemed to be on the verge of tears. “My love, I know I can’t win ar­gu­ments with you, but please, you have to trust me on this -”
“Dad! Mum!”
The two of them stopped and looked at Harry as though they’d for­got­ten there was a third per­son in the room.
Harry took a deep breath. “Mum, your par­ents didn’t have magic, did they?”
“No,” Petu­nia said, look­ing puz­zled.
“Then no one in your fam­ily knew about magic when Lily got her let­ter. How did they get con­vinced?”
“Ah…” Petu­nia said. “They didn’t just send a let­ter. They sent a pro­fes­sor from Hog­warts. He -” Petu­nia’s eyes flicked to Michael. “He showed us some magic.”
“Then you don’t have to fight over this,” Harry said firmly. Hop­ing against hope that this time, just this once, they would lis­ten to him. “If it’s true, we can just get a Hog­warts pro­fes­sor here and see the magic for our­selves, and Dad will ad­mit that it’s true. And if not, then Mum will ad­mit that it’s false. That’s what the ex­per­i­men­tal method is for, so that we don’t have to re­solve things just by ar­gu­ing.”
The Pro­fes­sor turned and looked down at him, dis­mis­sive as usual. “Oh, come now, Harry. Re­ally, magic? I thought you’d know bet­ter than to take this se­ri­ously, son, even if you’re only ten. Magic is just about the most un­sci­en­tific thing there is!”
Harry’s mouth twisted bit­terly. He was treated well, prob­a­bly bet­ter than most ge­netic fa­thers treated their own chil­dren. Harry had been sent to the best pri­mary schools - and when that didn’t work out, he was pro­vided with tu­tors from the end­less pool of starv­ing stu­dents. Al­ways Harry had been en­cour­aged to study what­ever caught his at­ten­tion, bought all the books that caught his fancy, spon­sored in what­ever maths or sci­ence com­pe­ti­tions he en­tered. He was given any­thing rea­son­able that he wanted, ex­cept, maybe, the slight­est shred of re­spect. A Doc­tor teach­ing bio­chem­istry at Ox­ford could hardly be ex­pected to lis­ten to the ad­vice of a lit­tle boy. You would lis­ten to Show In­ter­est, of course; that’s what a Good Par­ent would do, and so, if you con­ceived of your­self as a Good Par­ent, you would do it. But take a ten-year-old se­ri­ously? Hardly.
Some­times Harry wanted to scream at his fa­ther.
“Mum,” Harry said. “If you want to win this ar­gu­ment with Dad, look in chap­ter two of the first book of the Feyn­man Lec­tures on Physics. There’s a quote there about how philoso­phers say a great deal about what sci­ence ab­so­lutely re­quires, and it is all wrong, be­cause the only rule in sci­ence is that the fi­nal ar­biter is ob­ser­va­tion - that you just have to look at the world and re­port what you see. Um… off the top of my head I can’t think of where to find some­thing about how it’s an ideal of sci­ence to set­tle things by ex­per­i­ment in­stead of ar­gu­ments -”
His mother looked down at him and smiled. “Thank you, Harry. But -” her head rose back up to stare at her hus­band. “I don’t want to win an ar­gu­ment with your fa­ther. I want my hus­band to, to lis­ten to his wife who loves him, and trust her just this once -”
Harry closed his eyes briefly. Hope­less. Both of his par­ents were just hope­less.
Now his par­ents were get­ting into one of those ar­gu­ments again, one where his mother tried to make his fa­ther feel guilty, and his fa­ther tried to make his mother feel stupid.
“I’m go­ing to go to my room,” Harry an­nounced. His voice trem­bled a lit­tle. “Please try not to fight too much about this, Mum, Dad, we’ll know soon enough how it comes out, right?”
“Of course, Harry,” said his fa­ther, and his mother gave him a re­as­sur­ing kiss, and then they went on fight­ing while Harry climbed the stairs to his bed­room.
He shut the door be­hind him and tried to think.
The funny thing was, he should have agreed with Dad. No one had ever seen any ev­i­dence of magic, and ac­cord­ing to Mum, there was a whole mag­i­cal world out there. How could any­one keep some­thing like that a se­cret? More magic? That seemed like a rather sus­pi­cious sort of ex­cuse.
It should have been a clean case for Mum jok­ing, ly­ing or be­ing in­sane, in as­cend­ing or­der of aw­ful­ness. If Mum had sent the let­ter her­self, that would ex­plain how it ar­rived at the let­ter­box with­out a stamp. A lit­tle in­san­ity was far, far less im­prob­a­ble than the uni­verse re­ally work­ing like that.
Ex­cept that some part of Harry was ut­terly con­vinced that magic was real, and had been since the in­stant he saw the pu­ta­tive let­ter from the Hog­warts School of Witch­craft and Wiz­ardry.
Harry rubbed his fore­head, gri­mac­ing. Don’t be­lieve ev­ery­thing you think, one of his books had said.
But this bizarre cer­tainty… Harry was find­ing him­self just ex­pect­ing that, yes, a Hog­warts pro­fes­sor would show up and wave a wand and magic would come out. The strange cer­tainty was mak­ing no ef­fort to guard it­self against fal­si­fi­ca­tion - wasn’t mak­ing ex­cuses in ad­vance for why there wouldn’t be a pro­fes­sor, or the pro­fes­sor would only be able to bend spoons.
Where do you come from, strange lit­tle pre­dic­tion? Harry di­rected the thought at his brain. Why do I be­lieve what I be­lieve?
Usu­ally Harry was pretty good at an­swer­ing that ques­tion, but in this par­tic­u­lar case, he had no clue what his brain was think­ing.
Harry men­tally shrugged. A flat metal plate on a door af­fords push­ing, and a han­dle on a door af­fords pulling, and the thing to do with a testable hy­poth­e­sis is to go and test it.
He took a piece of lined pa­per from his desk, and started writ­ing.
Dear Deputy Head­mistress
Harry paused, re­flect­ing; then dis­carded the pa­per for an­other, tap­ping an­other mil­lime­tre of graphite from his me­chan­i­cal pen­cil. This called for care­ful cal­lig­ra­phy.
Dear Deputy Head­mistress Min­erva McG­o­na­gall,
Or Whom­so­ever It May Con­cern:
I re­cently re­ceived your let­ter of ac­cep­tance to Hog­warts, ad­dressed to Mr. H. Pot­ter. You may not be aware that my ge­netic par­ents, James Pot­ter and Lily Pot­ter (for­merly Lily Evans) are dead. I was adopted by Lily’s sis­ter, Petu­nia Evans-Ver­res, and her hus­band, Michael Ver­res-Evans.
I am ex­tremely in­ter­ested in at­tend­ing Hog­warts, con­di­tional on such a place ac­tu­ally ex­ist­ing. Only my mother Petu­nia says she knows about magic, and she can’t use it her­self. My fa­ther is highly scep­ti­cal. I my­self am un­cer­tain. I also don’t know where to ob­tain any of the books or equip­ment listed in your ac­cep­tance let­ter.
Mother men­tioned that you sent a Hog­warts rep­re­sen­ta­tive to Lily Pot­ter (then Lily Evans) in or­der to demon­strate to her fam­ily that magic was real, and, I pre­sume, help Lily ob­tain her school ma­te­ri­als. If you could do this for my own fam­ily it would be ex­tremely help­ful.
Sin­cerely,
Harry James Pot­ter-Evans-Ver­res.
Harry added their cur­rent ad­dress, then folded up the let­ter and put it in an en­ve­lope, which he ad­dressed to Hog­warts. Fur­ther con­sid­er­a­tion led him to ob­tain a can­dle and drip wax onto the flap of the en­ve­lope, into which, us­ing a penknife’s tip, he im­pressed the ini­tials H.J.P.E.V. If he was go­ing to de­scend into this mad­ness, he was go­ing to do it with style.
Then he opened his door and went back down­stairs. His fa­ther was sit­ting in the liv­ing-room and read­ing a book of higher maths to show how smart he was; and his mother was in the kitchen pre­par­ing one of his fa­ther’s favourite meals to show how lov­ing she was. It didn’t look like they were talk­ing to one an­other at all. As scary as ar­gu­ments could be, not ar­gu­ing was some­how much worse.
“Mum,” Harry said into the un­nerv­ing si­lence, “I’m go­ing to test the hy­poth­e­sis. Ac­cord­ing to your the­ory, how do I send an owl to Hog­warts?”
His mother turned from the kitchen sink to stare at him, look­ing shocked. “I - I don’t know, I think you just have to own a magic owl.”
That should’ve sounded highly sus­pi­cious, oh, so there’s no way to test your the­ory then, but the pe­cu­liar cer­tainty in Harry seemed will­ing to stick its neck out even fur­ther.
“Well, the let­ter got here some­how,” Harry said, “so I’ll just wave it around out­side and call ‘let­ter for Hog­warts!’ and see if an owl picks it up. Dad, do you want to come and watch?”
His fa­ther shook his head minutely and kept on read­ing. Of course, Harry thought to him­self. Magic was a dis­grace­ful thing that only stupid peo­ple be­lieved in; if his fa­ther went so far as to test the hy­poth­e­sis, or even watch it be­ing tested, that would feel like as­so­ci­at­ing him­self with that…
Only as Harry stumped out the back door, into the back gar­den, did it oc­cur to him that if an owl did come down and snatch the let­ter, he was go­ing to have some trou­ble telling Dad about it.
But - well - that can’t re­ally hap­pen, can it? No mat­ter what my brain seems to be­lieve. If an owl re­ally comes down and grabs this en­ve­lope, I’m go­ing to have wor­ries a lot more im­por­tant than what Dad thinks.
Harry took a deep breath, and raised the en­ve­lope into the air.
He swal­lowed.
Call­ing out Let­ter for Hog­warts! while hold­ing an en­ve­lope high in the air in the mid­dle of your own back gar­den was… ac­tu­ally pretty em­bar­rass­ing, now that he thought about it.
No. I’m bet­ter than Dad. I will use the sci­en­tific method even if it makes me feel stupid.
“Let­ter -” Harry said, but it ac­tu­ally came out as more of a whis­pered croak.
Harry steeled his will, and shouted into the empty sky, “Let­ter for Hog­warts! Can I get an owl?”
“Harry?” asked a be­mused woman’s voice, one of the neigh­bours.
Harry pulled down his hand like it was on fire and hid the en­ve­lope be­hind his back like it was drug money. His whole face was hot with shame.
An old woman’s face peered out from above the neigh­bour­ing fence, griz­zled grey hair es­cap­ing from her hair­net. Mrs. Figg, the oc­ca­sional babysit­ter. “What are you do­ing, Harry?”
“Noth­ing,” Harry said in a stran­gled voice. “Just - test­ing a re­ally silly the­ory -”
“Did you get your ac­cep­tance let­ter from Hog­warts?”
Harry froze in place.
“Yes,” Harry’s lips said a lit­tle while later. “I got a let­ter from Hog­warts. They say they want my owl by the 31st of July, but -”
“But you don’t have an owl. Poor dear! I can’t imag­ine what some­one must have been think­ing, send­ing you just the stan­dard let­ter.”
A wrin­kled arm stretched out over the fence, and opened an ex­pec­tant hand. Hardly even think­ing at this point, Harry gave over his en­ve­lope.
“Just leave it to me, dear,” said Mrs. Figg, “and in a jiffy or two I’ll have some­one over.”
And her face dis­ap­peared from over the fence.
There was a long si­lence in the gar­den.
Then a boy’s voice said, calmly and qui­etly, “What.”









Chap­ter 2. Ev­ery­thing I Be­lieve Is False

“Now, just to be clear,” Harry said, “if the pro­fes­sor does lev­i­tate you, Dad, when you know you haven’t been at­tached to any wires, that’s go­ing to be suf­fi­cient ev­i­dence. You’re not go­ing to turn around and say that it’s a ma­gi­cian’s trick. That wouldn’t be fair play. If you feel that way, you should say so now, and we can fig­ure out a dif­fer­ent ex­per­i­ment in­stead.”
Harry’s fa­ther, Pro­fes­sor Michael Ver­res-Evans, rolled his eyes. “Yes, Harry.”
“And you, Mum, your the­ory says that the pro­fes­sor should be able to do this, and if that doesn’t hap­pen, you’ll ad­mit you’re mis­taken. Noth­ing about how magic doesn’t work when peo­ple are scep­ti­cal of it, or any­thing like that.”
Deputy Head­mistress Min­erva McG­o­na­gall was watch­ing Harry with a be­mused ex­pres­sion. She looked quite witchy in her black robes and pointed hat, but when she spoke she sounded for­mal and Scot­tish, which didn’t go to­gether with the look at all. At first glance she looked like some­one who ought to cackle and put ba­bies into caul­drons, but the whole ef­fect was ru­ined as soon as she opened her mouth. “Is that suf­fi­cient, Mr. Pot­ter?” she said. “Shall I go ahead and demon­strate?”
“Suf­fi­cient? Prob­a­bly not,” Harry said. “But at least it will help. Go ahead, Deputy Head­mistress.”
“Just Pro­fes­sor will do,” said she, and then, “Wingardium Leviosa.”
Harry looked at his fa­ther.
“Huh,” Harry said.
His fa­ther looked back at him. “Huh,” his fa­ther echoed.
Then Pro­fes­sor Ver­res-Evans looked back at Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “All right, you can put me down now.”
His fa­ther was low­ered care­fully to the ground.
Harry ruf­fled a hand through his own hair. Maybe it was just that strange part of him which had al­ready been con­vinced, but… “That’s a bit of an an­ti­cli­max,” Harry said. “You’d think there’d be some kind of more dra­matic men­tal event as­so­ci­ated with up­dat­ing on an ob­ser­va­tion of in­fin­i­tes­i­mal prob­a­bil­ity -” Harry stopped him­self. Mum, the witch, and even his Dad were giv­ing him that look again. “I mean, with find­ing out that ev­ery­thing I be­lieve is false.”
Se­ri­ously, it should have been more dra­matic. His brain ought to have been flush­ing its en­tire cur­rent stock of hy­pothe­ses about the uni­verse, none of which al­lowed this to hap­pen. But in­stead his brain just seemed to be go­ing, All right, I saw the Hog­warts Pro­fes­sor wave her wand and make your fa­ther rise into the air, now what?
The witch-lady was smil­ing benev­o­lently upon them, look­ing quite amused. “Would you like a fur­ther demon­stra­tion, Mr. Pot­ter?”
“You don’t have to,” Harry said. “We’ve per­formed a de­fin­i­tive ex­per­i­ment. But…” Harry hes­i­tated. He couldn’t help him­self. Ac­tu­ally, un­der the cir­cum­stances, he shouldn’t be help­ing him­self. It was right and proper to be cu­ri­ous. “What else can you do?”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall turned into a cat.
Harry scram­bled back un­think­ingly, backpedalling so fast that he tripped over a stray stack of books and landed hard on his bot­tom with a thwack. His hands came down to catch him­self with­out quite reach­ing prop­erly, and there was a warn­ing twinge in his shoul­der as the weight came down un­braced.
At once the small tabby cat mor­phed back up into a robed woman. “I’m sorry, Mr. Pot­ter,” said the witch, sound­ing sin­cere, though the cor­ners of her lips were twitch­ing up­wards. “I should have warned you.”
Harry was breath­ing in short gasps. His voice came out choked. “You can’t DO that!”
“It’s only a Trans­fig­u­ra­tion,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “An An­i­ma­gus trans­for­ma­tion, to be ex­act.”
“You turned into a cat! A SMALL cat! You vi­o­lated Con­ser­va­tion of En­ergy! That’s not just an ar­bi­trary rule, it’s im­plied by the form of the quan­tum Hamil­ton­ian! Re­ject­ing it de­stroys uni­tar­ity and then you get FTL sig­nalling! And cats are COM­PLI­CATED! A hu­man mind can’t just vi­su­alise a whole cat’s anatomy and, and all the cat bio­chem­istry, and what about the neu­rol­ogy? How can you go on think­ing us­ing a cat-sized brain?”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s lips were twitch­ing harder now. “Magic.”
“Magic isn’t enough to do that! You’d have to be a god!”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall blinked. “That’s the first time I’ve ever been called that.”
A blur was com­ing over Harry’s vi­sion, as his brain started to com­pre­hend what had just bro­ken. The whole idea of a uni­fied uni­verse with math­e­mat­i­cally reg­u­lar laws, that was what had been flushed down the toi­let; the whole no­tion of physics. Three thou­sand years of re­solv­ing big com­pli­cated things into smaller pieces, dis­cov­er­ing that the mu­sic of the plan­ets was the same tune as a fall­ing ap­ple, find­ing that the true laws were per­fectly uni­ver­sal and had no ex­cep­tions any­where and took the form of sim­ple maths gov­ern­ing the small­est parts, not to men­tion that the mind was the brain and the brain was made of neu­rons, a brain was what a per­son was -
And then a woman turned into a cat, so much for all that.
A hun­dred ques­tions fought for pri­or­ity over Harry’s lips and the win­ner poured out: “And, and what kind of in­can­ta­tion is Wingardium Leviosa? Who in­vents the words to these spells, nurs­ery school­ers?”
“That will do, Mr. Pot­ter,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said crisply, though her eyes shone with sup­pressed amuse­ment. “If you wish to learn about magic, I sug­gest that we fi­nalise the pa­per­work so that you can go to Hog­warts.”
“Right,” Harry said, some­what dazed. He pulled his thoughts to­gether. The March of Rea­son would just have to start over, that was all; they still had the ex­per­i­men­tal method and that was the im­por­tant thing. “How do I get to Hog­warts, then?”
A choked laugh es­caped Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, as if ex­tracted from her by tweez­ers.
“Hold on a mo­ment, Harry,” his fa­ther said. “Re­mem­ber why you haven’t been go­ing to school up un­til now? What about your con­di­tion?”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall spun to face Michael. “His con­di­tion? What’s this?”
“I don’t sleep right,” Harry said. He waved his hands help­lessly. “My sleep cy­cle is twenty-six hours long, I al­ways go to sleep two hours later, ev­ery day. I can’t fall asleep any ear­lier than that, and then the next day I go to sleep two hours later than that. 10PM, 12AM, 2AM, 4AM, un­til it goes around the clock. Even if I try to wake up early, it makes no dif­fer­ence and I’m a wreck that whole day. That’s why I haven’t been go­ing to a nor­mal school up un­til now.”
“One of the rea­sons,” said his mother. Harry shot her a glare.
McG­o­na­gall gave a long hm­m­mmm. “I can’t re­call hear­ing about such a con­di­tion be­fore…” she said slowly. “I’ll check with Madam Pom­frey to see if she knows any reme­dies.” Then her face bright­ened. “No, I’m sure this won’t be a prob­lem - I’ll find a so­lu­tion in time. Now,” and her gaze sharp­ened again, “what are these other rea­sons?”
Harry sent his par­ents a glare. “I am a con­sci­en­tious ob­jec­tor to child con­scrip­tion, on grounds that I should not have to suf­fer for a dis­in­te­grat­ing school sys­tem’s fail­ure to pro­vide teach­ers or study ma­te­ri­als of even min­i­mally ad­e­quate qual­ity.”
Both of Harry’s par­ents howled with laugh­ter at that, like they thought it was all a big joke. “Oh,” said Harry’s fa­ther, eyes bright, “is that why you bit a maths teacher in third year.”
“She didn’t know what a log­a­rithm was!”
“Of course,” sec­onded Harry’s mother. “Bit­ing her was a very ma­ture re­sponse to that.”
Harry’s fa­ther nod­ded. “A well-con­sid­ered pol­icy for ad­dress­ing the prob­lem of teach­ers who don’t un­der­stand log­a­rithms.”
“I was seven years old! How long are you go­ing to keep on bring­ing that up?”
“I know,” said his mother sym­pa­thet­i­cally, “you bite one maths teacher and they never let you for­get it, do they?”
Harry turned to Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “There! You see what I have to deal with?”
“Ex­cuse me,” said Petu­nia, and fled through the back­door into the gar­den, from which her screams of laugh­ter were clearly au­di­ble.
“There, ah, there,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall seemed to be hav­ing trou­ble speak­ing for some rea­son, “there is to be no bit­ing of teach­ers at Hog­warts, is that quite clear, Mr. Pot­ter?”
Harry scowled at her. “Fine, I won’t bite any­one who doesn’t bite me first.”
Pro­fes­sor Michael Ver­res-Evans also had to leave the room briefly upon hear­ing that.
“Well,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall sighed, af­ter Harry’s par­ents had com­posed them­selves and re­turned. “Well. I think, un­der the cir­cum­stances, that I should avoid tak­ing you to pur­chase your study ma­te­ri­als un­til a day or two be­fore school be­gins.”
“What? Why? The other chil­dren al­ready know magic, don’t they? I have to start catch­ing up right away!”
“Rest as­sured, Mr. Pot­ter,” replied Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, “Hog­warts is quite ca­pa­ble of teach­ing the ba­sics. And I sus­pect, Mr. Pot­ter, that if I leave you alone for two months with your school­books, even with­out a wand, I will re­turn to this house only to find a crater bil­low­ing pur­ple smoke, a de­pop­u­lated city sur­round­ing it and a plague of flam­ing ze­bras ter­ror­is­ing what re­mains of Eng­land.”
Harry’s mother and fa­ther nod­ded in per­fect uni­son.
“Mum! Dad!”









Chap­ter 3. Com­par­ing Re­al­ity To Its Al­ter­na­tives

“Good Lord,” said the bar­man, peer­ing at Harry, “is this - can this be -?”
Harry leaned to­wards the bar of the Leaky Caul­dron as best he could, though it came up to some­where around the tips of his eye­brows. A ques­tion like that de­served his very best.
“Am I - could I be - maybe - you never know - if I’m not - but then the ques­tion is - who?”
“Bless my soul,” whis­pered the old bar­man. “Harry Pot­ter… what an hon­our.”
Harry blinked, then ral­lied. “Well, yes, you’re quite per­cep­tive; most peo­ple don’t re­alise that so quickly -”
“That’s enough,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said. Her hand tight­ened on Harry’s shoul­der. “Don’t pester the boy, Tom, he’s new to all this.”
“But it is him?” qua­vered an old woman. “It’s Harry Pot­ter?” With a scrap­ing sound, she got up from her chair.
“Doris -” McG­o­na­gall said warn­ingly. The glare she shot around the room should have been enough to in­tim­i­date any­one.
“I only want to shake his hand,” the woman whis­pered. She bent low and stuck out a wrin­kled hand, which Harry, feel­ing con­fused and more un­com­fort­able than he ever had in his life, care­fully shook. Tears fell from the woman’s eyes onto their clasped hands. “My gran­son was an Au­ror,” she whis­pered to him. “Died in sev­enty-nine. Thank you, Harry Pot­ter. Thank heav­ens for you.”
“You’re wel­come,” Harry said au­to­mat­i­cally, and then he turned his head and shot Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall a fright­ened, plead­ing look.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall slammed her foot down just as the gen­eral rush was about to start. It made a noise that gave Harry a new ref­er­ent for the phrase “Crack of Doom”, and ev­ery­one froze in place.
“We’re in a hurry,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said in a voice that sounded per­fectly, ut­terly nor­mal.
They left the bar with­out any trou­ble.
“Pro­fes­sor?” Harry said, once they were in the court­yard. He had meant to ask what was go­ing on, but oddly found him­self ask­ing an en­tirely dif­fer­ent ques­tion in­stead. “Who was that pale man, by the cor­ner? The man with the twitch­ing eye?”
“Hm?” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, sound­ing a bit sur­prised; per­haps she hadn’t ex­pected that ques­tion ei­ther. “That was Pro­fes­sor Quir­i­nus Quir­rell. He’ll be teach­ing De­fence Against the Dark Arts this year at Hog­warts.”
“I had the strangest feel­ing that I knew him…” Harry rubbed his fore­head. “And that I shouldn’t ought to shake his hand.” Like meet­ing some­one who had been a friend, once, be­fore some­thing went dras­ti­cally wrong… that wasn’t re­ally it at all, but Harry couldn’t find words. “And what was… all of that?”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was giv­ing him an odd glance. “Mr. Pot­ter… do you know… how much have you been told… about how your par­ents died?”
Harry re­turned a steady look. “My par­ents are alive and well, and they al­ways re­fused to talk about how my ge­netic par­ents died. From which I in­fer that it wasn’t good.”
“An ad­mirable loy­alty,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. Her voice went low. “Though it hurts a lit­tle to hear you say it like that. Lily and James were friends of mine.”
Harry looked away, sud­denly ashamed. “I’m sorry,” he said in a small voice. “But I have a Mum and Dad. And I know that I’d just make my­self un­happy by com­par­ing that re­al­ity to… some­thing per­fect that I built up in my imag­i­na­tion.”
“That is amaz­ingly wise of you,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said qui­etly. “But your ge­netic par­ents died very well in­deed, pro­tect­ing you.”
Pro­tect­ing me?
Some­thing strange clutched at Harry’s heart. “What… did hap­pen?”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall sighed. Her wand tapped Harry’s fore­head, and his vi­sion blurred for a mo­ment. “Some­thing of a dis­guise,” she said, “so that this doesn’t hap­pen again, not un­til you’re ready.” Then her wand licked out again, and tapped three times on a brick wall…
…which hol­lowed into a hole, and di­lated and ex­panded and shiv­ered into a huge arch­way, re­veal­ing a long row of shops with signs ad­ver­tis­ing caul­drons and dragon liv­ers.
Harry didn’t blink. It wasn’t like any­one was turn­ing into a cat.
And they walked for­wards, to­gether, into the wiz­ard­ing world.
There were mer­chants hawk­ing Bounce Boots (“Made with real Flub­ber!”) and “Knives +3! Forks +2! Spoons with a +4 bonus!” There were gog­gles that would turn any­thing you looked at green, and a lineup of comfy arm­chairs with ejec­tion seats for emer­gen­cies.
Harry’s head kept ro­tat­ing, ro­tat­ing like it was try­ing to wind it­self off his neck. It was like walk­ing through the mag­i­cal items sec­tion of an Ad­vanced Dun­geons and Drag­ons rule­book (he didn’t play the game, but he did en­joy read­ing the rule­books). Harry des­per­ately didn’t want to miss a sin­gle item for sale, in case it was one of the three you needed to com­plete the cy­cle of in­fi­nite wish spells.
Then Harry spot­ted some­thing that made him, en­tirely with­out think­ing, veer off from the Deputy Head­mistress and start head­ing straight into the shop, a front of blue bricks with bronze-metal trim. He was brought back to re­al­ity only when Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall stepped right in front of him.
“Mr. Pot­ter?” she said.
Harry blinked, then re­alised what he’d just done. “I’m sorry! I for­got for a mo­ment that I was with you in­stead of my fam­ily.” Harry ges­tured at the shop win­dow, which dis­played fiery let­ters that shone pierc­ingly bright and yet re­mote, spell­ing out Big­bam’s Bril­liant Books. “When you walk past a book­shop you haven’t vis­ited be­fore, you have to go in and look around. That’s the fam­ily rule.”
“That is the most Raven­claw thing I have ever heard.”
“What?”
“Noth­ing. Mr. Pot­ter, our first step is to visit Gringotts, the bank of the wiz­ard­ing world. Your ge­netic fam­ily vault is there, with the in­her­i­tance your ge­netic par­ents left you, and you’ll need money for school sup­plies.” She sighed. “And, I sup­pose, a cer­tain amount of spend­ing money for books could be ex­cused as well. Though you might want to hold off for a time. Hog­warts has quite a large li­brary on mag­i­cal sub­jects. And the tower in which, I strongly sus­pect, you will be liv­ing, has a more broad-rang­ing li­brary of its own. Any book you bought now would prob­a­bly be a du­pli­cate.”
Harry nod­ded, and they walked on.
“Don’t get me wrong, it’s a great dis­trac­tion,” Harry said as his head kept swiv­el­ling, “prob­a­bly the best dis­trac­tion any­one has ever tried on me, but don’t think I’ve for­got­ten about our pend­ing dis­cus­sion.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall sighed. “Your par­ents - or your mother at any rate - may have been very wise not to tell you.”
“So you wish that I could con­tinue in bliss­ful ig­no­rance? There is a cer­tain flaw in that plan, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.”
“I sup­pose it would be rather point­less,” the witch said tightly, “when any­one on the street could tell you the story. Very well.”
And she told him of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named, the Dark Lord, Volde­mort.
“Volde­mort?” Harry whis­pered. It should have been funny, but it wasn’t. The name burned with a cold feel­ing, ruth­less­ness, di­a­mond clar­ity, a ham­mer of pure ti­ta­nium de­scend­ing upon an anvil of yield­ing flesh. A chill swept over Harry even as he pro­nounced the word, and he re­solved then and there to use safer terms like You-Know-Who.
The Dark Lord had raged upon wiz­ard­ing Britain like a wild­ing wolf, tear­ing and rend­ing at the fab­ric of their ev­ery­day lives. Other coun­tries had wrung their hands but hes­i­tated to in­ter­vene, whether out of ap­a­thetic self­ish­ness or sim­ple fear, for which­ever was first among them to op­pose the Dark Lord, their peace would be the next tar­get of his ter­ror.
(The by­stander ef­fect, thought Harry, think­ing of La­tane and Dar­ley’s ex­per­i­ment which had shown that you were more likely to get help if you had an epilep­tic fit in front of one per­son than in front of three. Dif­fu­sion of re­spon­si­bil­ity, ev­ery­one hop­ing that some­one else would go first.)
The Death Eaters had fol­lowed in the Dark Lord’s wake and in his van­guard, car­rion vul­tures to pick at wounds, or snakes to bite and weaken. The Death Eaters were not as ter­ri­ble as the Dark Lord, but they were ter­ri­ble, and they were many. And the Death Eaters wielded more than wands; there was wealth within those masked ranks, and po­lit­i­cal power, and se­crets held in black­mail, to paral­yse a so­ci­ety try­ing to pro­tect it­self.
An old and re­spected jour­nal­ist, Yermy Wib­ble, called for in­creased taxes and con­scrip­tion. He shouted that it was ab­surd for the many to cower in fear of the few. His skin, only his skin, had been found nailed to the news­room wall that next morn­ing, next to the skins of his wife and two daugh­ters. Ev­ery­one wished for some­thing more to be done, and no one dared take the lead to pro­pose it. Who­ever stood out the most be­came the next ex­am­ple.
Un­til the names of James and Lily Pot­ter rose to the top of that list.
And those two might have died with their wands in their hands and not re­gret­ted their choices, for they were he­roes; but for that they had an in­fant child, their son, Harry Pot­ter.
Tears were com­ing into Harry’s eyes. He wiped them away in anger or maybe des­per­a­tion, I didn’t know those peo­ple, not re­ally, they aren’t my par­ents now, it would be point­less to feel so sad for them -
When Harry was done sob­bing into the witch’s robes, he looked up, and felt a lit­tle bit bet­ter to see tears in Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s eyes as well.
“So what hap­pened?” Harry said, his voice trem­bling.
“The Dark Lord came to Go­dric’s Hol­low,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said in a whis­per. “You should have been hid­den, but you were be­trayed. The Dark Lord killed James, and he killed Lily, and he came in the end to you, to your cot. He cast the Killing Curse at you, and that was where it ended. The Killing Curse is formed of pure hate, and strikes di­rectly at the soul, sev­er­ing it from the body. It can­not be blocked, and whomever it strikes, they die. But you sur­vived. You are the only per­son ever to sur­vive. The Killing Curse re­bounded and struck the Dark Lord, leav­ing only the burnt hulk of his body and a scar upon your fore­head. That was the end of the ter­ror, and we were free. That, Harry Pot­ter, is why peo­ple want to see the scar on your fore­head, and why they want to shake your hand.”
The storm of weep­ing that had washed through Harry had used up all his tears; he could not cry again, he was done.
(And some­where in the back of his mind was a small, small note of con­fu­sion, a sense of some­thing wrong about that story; and it should have been a part of Harry’s art to no­tice that tiny note, but he was dis­tracted. For it is a sad rule that when­ever you are most in need of your art as a ra­tio­nal­ist, that is when you are most likely to for­get it.)
Harry de­tached him­self from Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s side. “I’ll - have to think about this,” he said, try­ing to keep his voice un­der con­trol. He stared at his shoes. “Um. You can go ahead and call them my par­ents, if you want, you don’t have to say ‘ge­netic par­ents’ or any­thing. I guess there’s no rea­son I can’t have two moth­ers and two fa­thers.”
There was no sound from Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.
And they walked to­gether in si­lence, un­til they came be­fore a great white build­ing with vast bronze doors, and car­ven words above say­ing Gringotts Bank.









Chap­ter 4. The Ef­fi­cient Mar­ket Hy­poth­e­sis

Heaps of gold Galleons. Stacks of sil­ver Sick­les. Piles of bronze Knuts.
Harry stood there, and stared with his mouth open at the fam­ily vault. He had so many ques­tions he didn’t know where to start.
From just out­side the door of the vault, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall watched him, seem­ing to lean ca­su­ally against the wall, but her eyes in­tent. Well, that made sense. Be­ing plopped in front of a gi­ant heap of gold coins was a test of char­ac­ter so pure it was ar­che­typal.
“Are these coins the pure metal?” Harry said fi­nally.
“What?” hissed the gob­lin Griphook, who was wait­ing near the door. “Are you ques­tion­ing the in­tegrity of Gringotts, Mr. Pot­ter-Evans-Ver­res?”
“No,” said Harry ab­sently, “not at all, sorry if that came out wrong, sir. I just have no idea at all how your fi­nan­cial sys­tem works. I’m ask­ing if Galleons in gen­eral are made of pure gold.”
“Of course,” said Griphook.
“And can any­one coin them, or are they is­sued by a mo­nop­oly that thereby col­lects seignior­age?”
“What?” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.
Griphook grinned, show­ing sharp teeth. “Only a fool would trust any but gob­lin coin!”
“In other words,” Harry said, “the coins aren’t sup­posed to be worth any more than the metal mak­ing them up?”
Griphook stared at Harry. Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall looked be­mused.
“I mean, sup­pose I came in here with a ton of sil­ver. Could I get a ton of Sick­les made from it?”
“For a fee, Mr. Pot­ter-Evans-Ver­res.” The gob­lin watched him with glit­ter­ing eyes. “For a cer­tain fee. Where would you find a ton of sil­ver, I won­der?”
“I was speak­ing hy­po­thet­i­cally,” Harry said. For now, at any rate. “So… how much would you charge in fees, as a frac­tion of the whole weight?”
Griphook’s eyes were in­tent. “I would have to con­sult my su­pe­ri­ors…”
“Give me a wild guess. I won’t hold Gringotts to it.”
“A twen­ti­eth part of the metal would well pay for the coin­ing.”
Harry nod­ded. “Thank you very much, Mr. Griphook.”
So not only is the wiz­ard­ing econ­omy al­most com­pletely de­cou­pled from the Mug­gle econ­omy, no one here has ever heard of ar­bi­trage. The larger Mug­gle econ­omy had a fluc­tu­at­ing trad­ing range of gold to sil­ver, so ev­ery time the Mug­gle gold-to-sil­ver ra­tio got more than 5% away from the weight of sev­en­teen Sick­les to one Galleon, ei­ther gold or sil­ver should have drained from the wiz­ard­ing econ­omy un­til it be­came im­pos­si­ble to main­tain the ex­change rate. Bring in a ton of sil­ver, change to Sick­les (and pay 5%), change the Sick­les for Galleons, take the gold to the Mug­gle world, ex­change it for more sil­ver than you started with, and re­peat.
Wasn’t the Mug­gle gold to sil­ver ra­tio some­where around fifty to one? Harry didn’t think it was sev­en­teen, any­way. And it looked like the sil­ver coins were ac­tu­ally smaller than the gold coins.
Then again, Harry was stand­ing in a bank that lit­er­ally stored your money in vaults full of gold coins guarded by drag­ons, where you had to go in and take coins out of your vault when­ever you wanted to spend money. The finer points of ar­bi­trag­ing away mar­ket in­ef­fi­cien­cies might well be lost on them. He’d been tempted to make snide re­marks about the cru­dity of their fi­nan­cial sys­tem…
But the sad thing is, their way is prob­a­bly bet­ter.
On the other hand, one com­pe­tent hedge fundie could prob­a­bly own the whole wiz­ard­ing world within a week. Harry filed away this no­tion in case he ever ran out of money, or had a week free.
Mean­while, the gi­ant heaps of gold coins within the Pot­ter vault ought to suit his near-term re­quire­ments.
Harry stumped for­ward, and be­gan pick­ing up gold coins with one hand and dump­ing them into the other.
When he had reached twenty, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall coughed. “I think that will be more than enough to pay for your school sup­plies, Mr. Pot­ter.”
“Hm?” Harry said, his mind else­where. “Hold on, I’m do­ing a Fermi cal­cu­la­tion.”
“A what?” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, sound­ing some­what alarmed.
“It’s a math­e­mat­i­cal thing. Named af­ter En­rico Fermi. A way of get­ting rough num­bers quickly in your head…”
Twenty gold Galleons weighed a tenth of a kilo­gram, maybe? And gold was, what, ten thou­sand British pounds a kilo­gram? So a Galleon would be worth about fifty pounds… The mounds of gold coins looked to be about sixty coins high and twenty coins wide in ei­ther di­men­sion of the base, and a mound was pyra­mi­dal, so it would be around one-third of the cube. Eight thou­sand Galleons per mound, roughly, and there were around five mounds of that size, so forty thou­sand Galleons or 2 mil­lion pounds ster­ling.
Not bad. Harry smiled with a cer­tain grim sat­is­fac­tion. It was too bad that he was right in the mid­dle of dis­cov­er­ing the amaz­ing new world of magic, and couldn’t take time out to ex­plore the amaz­ing new world of be­ing rich, which a quick Fermi es­ti­mate said was roughly a bil­lion times less in­ter­est­ing.
Still, that’s the last time I ever mow a lawn for one lousy pound.
Harry wheeled from the gi­ant heap of money. “Par­don me for ask­ing, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, but I un­der­stand that my par­ents were in their twen­ties when they died. Is this a usual amount of money for a young cou­ple to have in their vault, in the wiz­ard­ing world?” If it was, a cup of tea prob­a­bly cost five thou­sand pounds. Rule one of eco­nom­ics: you can’t eat money.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall shook her head. “Your fa­ther was the last heir of an old fam­ily, Mr. Pot­ter. It’s also pos­si­ble…” The witch hes­i­tated. “Some of this money may be from boun­ties placed on You-Know-Who, payable to his ki- ah, to who­ever might de­feat him. Or those boun­ties might not have been col­lected yet. I am not sure.”
“In­ter­est­ing…” Harry said slowly. “So some of this re­ally is, in a sense, mine. That is, earned by me. Sort of. Pos­si­bly. Even if I don’t re­mem­ber the oc­ca­sion.” Harry’s fin­gers tapped against his trouser-leg. “That makes me feel less guilty about spend­ing a very tiny frac­tion of it! Don’t panic, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall!”
“Mr. Pot­ter! You are a mi­nor, and as such, you will only be al­lowed to make rea­son­able with­drawals from -”
“I am all about rea­son­able! I am to­tally on board with fis­cal pru­dence and im­pulse con­trol! But I did see some things on the way here which would con­sti­tute sen­si­ble, grown-up pur­chases…”
Harry locked gazes with Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, en­gag­ing in a silent star­ing con­test.
“Like what?” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said fi­nally.
“Trunks whose in­sides hold more than their out­sides?”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s face grew stern. “Those are very ex­pen­sive, Mr. Pot­ter!”
“Yes, but -” Harry pleaded. “I’m sure that when I’m an adult I’ll want one. And I can af­ford one. Log­i­cally, it would make just as much sense to buy it now in­stead of later, and get the use of it right away. It’s the same money ei­ther way, right? I mean, I would want a good one, with lots of room in­side, good enough that I wouldn’t have to just get a bet­ter one later…” Harry trailed off hope­fully.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s gaze didn’t wa­ver. “And just what would you keep in a trunk like that, Mr. Pot­ter -”
“Books.”
“Of course,” sighed Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.
“You should have told me much ear­lier that sort of magic item ex­isted! And that I could af­ford one! Now my fa­ther and I are go­ing to have to spend the next two days fran­ti­cally hit­ting up all the sec­ond­hand book­shops for old text­books, so I can have a de­cent sci­ence li­brary with me at Hog­warts - and maybe a small sci­ence fic­tion col­lec­tion, if I can as­sem­ble some­thing de­cent out of the bar­gain bins. Or bet­ter yet, I’ll make the deal a lit­tle sweeter for you, okay? Just let me buy -”
“Mr. Pot­ter! You think you can bribe me?”
“What? No! Not like that! I’m say­ing, Hog­warts can keep some of the books I bring, if you think that any of them would make good ad­di­tions to the li­brary. I’m go­ing to be get­ting them cheap, and I just want to have them around some­where or other. It’s okay to bribe peo­ple with books, right? That’s a -”
“Fam­ily tra­di­tion.”
“Yes, ex­actly.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s body seemed to slump, the shoul­ders low­er­ing within her black robes. “I can­not deny the sense of your words, though I much wish I could. I will al­low you to with­draw an ad­di­tional hun­dred Galleons, Mr. Pot­ter.” She sighed again. “I know that I shall re­gret this, and I am do­ing it any­way.”
“That’s the spirit! And does a ‘moke­skin pouch’ do what I think it does?”
“It can’t do as much as a trunk,” the witch said with vis­i­ble re­luc­tance, “but… a moke­skin pouch with a Re­trieval Charm and Un­de­tectable Ex­ten­sion Charm can hold a num­ber of items un­til they are called forth by the one who em­placed them -”
“Yes! I def­i­nitely need one of those too! It would be like the su­per belt­pack of ul­ti­mate awe­some­ness! Bat­man’s util­ity belt of hold­ing! Never mind my swiss army knife, I could carry a whole tool set in there! Or books! I could have the top three books I was read­ing on me at all times, and just pull one out any­where! I’ll never have to waste an­other minute of my life! What do you say, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall? It’s for the sake of chil­dren’s read­ing, the best of all pos­si­ble causes.”
“…I sup­pose you may add an­other ten Galleons.”
Griphook was favour­ing Harry with a gaze of frank re­spect, pos­si­bly even out­right ad­mi­ra­tion.
“And a lit­tle spend­ing money, like you men­tioned ear­lier. I think I can re­mem­ber see­ing one or two other things I might want to store in that pouch.”
“Don’t push it, Mr. Pot­ter.”
“But oh, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, why rain on my pa­rade? Surely this is a happy day, when I dis­cover all things wiz­ard­ing for the first time! Why act the part of the grumpy grownup when in­stead you could smile and re­mem­ber your own in­no­cent child­hood, watch­ing the look of de­light upon my young face as I buy a few toys us­ing an in­signif­i­cant frac­tion of the wealth that I earned by de­feat­ing the most ter­ri­ble wiz­ard Britain has ever known, not that I’m ac­cus­ing you of be­ing un­grate­ful or any­thing, but still, what are a few toys com­pared to that?”
“You,” growled Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. There was a look on her face so fear­some and ter­ri­ble that Harry squeaked and stepped back, knock­ing over a pile of gold coins with a great jin­gling noise and sprawl­ing back­wards into a heap of money. Griphook sighed and put a palm over his face. “I would be do­ing a great ser­vice to wiz­ard­ing Britain, Mr. Pot­ter, if I locked you in this vault and left you here.”
And they left with­out any more trou­ble.









Chap­ter 5. The Fun­da­men­tal At­tri­bu­tion Er­ror

The Moke Shop was a quaint lit­tle shop (some might even say cute) en­sconced be­hind a veg­etable stall that was be­hind a mag­i­cal glove shop that was on an al­ley­way off a side street of Di­agon Al­ley. Dis­ap­point­ingly, the shop­keeper was not a wiz­ened an­cient crone; just a ner­vous-look­ing young woman wear­ing faded yel­low robes. Right now she was hold­ing out a Moke Su­per Pouch QX31, whose sell­ing point was that it had a Widen­ing Lip as well as an Un­de­tectable Ex­ten­sion Charm: you could ac­tu­ally fit big things in it, though the to­tal vol­ume was still lim­ited.
Harry had in­sisted on com­ing here straight away, first thing - in­sisted as hard as he thought he could with­out mak­ing Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall sus­pi­cious. Harry had some­thing he needed to put into the pouch as soon as pos­si­ble. It wasn’t the bag of Galleons that Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall had al­lowed him to with­draw from Gringotts. It was all the other Galleons that Harry had sur­rep­ti­tiously shoved into his pocket af­ter fall­ing into a heap of gold coins. That had been a real ac­ci­dent, but Harry was never one to dis­card an op­por­tu­nity… though it’d re­ally been more of a spur-of-the-mo­ment thing. Ever since Harry had been awk­wardly car­ry­ing the al­lowed bag of Galleons next to his trouser pocket, so that any jin­gling would seem to come from the right place.
This still left the ques­tion of how he was ac­tu­ally go­ing to get the other coins into the pouch with­out get­ting caught. The golden coins might have been his, but they were still stolen - self-stolen? Auto-thieved?
Harry looked up from the Moke Su­per Pouch QX31 on the counter in front of him. “Can I try this for a bit? To make sure it works, um, re­li­ably?” He widened his eyes in an ex­pres­sion of boy­ish, play­ful in­no­cence.
Sure enough, af­ter ten rep­e­ti­tions of putting the coin-bag into the pouch, reach­ing in, whis­per­ing “bag of gold”, and tak­ing it out, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall took a step away and be­gan ex­am­in­ing some of the other items in the shop, and the shop­keeper turned her head to watch.
Harry dropped the bag of gold into the moke­skin pouch with his left hand; his right hand came out of his pocket tightly hold­ing some of the gold coins, reached into the moke­skin pouch, dropped the loose Galleons, and (with a whis­per of “bag of gold”) re­trieved the orig­i­nal bag. Then the bag went back into his left hand, to be dropped in again, and Harry’s right hand went back into his pocket…
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall looked back at him once, but Harry man­aged to avoid freez­ing or flinch­ing, and she didn’t seem to no­tice any­thing. Though you never did quite know, with the adults that had a sense of hu­mour. It took three it­er­a­tions to get the job done, and Harry guessed he’d man­aged to steal maybe thirty Galleons from him­self.
Harry reached up, wiped a bit of sweat from his fore­head, and ex­haled. “I’d like this one, please.”
Fif­teen Galleons lighter (twice the price of a wiz­ard’s wand, ap­par­ently) and one Moke Su­per Pouch QX31 heav­ier, Harry and Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall pushed their way out of the door. The door formed a hand and waved good­bye to them as they left, ex­trud­ing its arm in a way that made Harry feel a bit queasy.
And then, un­for­tu­nately…
“Are you re­ally Harry Pot­ter?” whis­pered the old man, one huge tear slid­ing down his cheek. “You wouldn’t lie about that, would you? Only I’d heard ru­mours that you didn’t re­ally sur­vive the Killing Curse and that’s why no one ever heard from you again.”
…it seemed that Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s dis­guise spell was less than per­fectly ef­fec­tive against more ex­pe­ri­enced mag­i­cal prac­ti­tion­ers.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall had laid a hand on Harry’s shoul­der and yanked him into the near­est al­ley­way the mo­ment she’d heard “Harry Pot­ter?” The old man had fol­lowed, but at least it looked like no one else had heard.
Harry con­sid­ered the ques­tion. Was he re­ally Harry Pot­ter? “I only know what other peo­ple have told me,” Harry said. “It’s not like I re­mem­ber be­ing born.” His hand brushed his fore­head. “I’ve had this scar as long as I re­mem­ber, and I’ve been told my name was Harry Pot­ter as long as I re­mem­ber. But,” Harry said thought­fully, “if there’s al­ready suf­fi­cient cause to pos­tu­late a con­spir­acy, there’s no rea­son why they wouldn’t just find an­other or­phan and raise him to be­lieve that he was Harry Pot­ter -”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall drew her hand over her face in ex­as­per­a­tion. “You look just about ex­actly like your fa­ther, James, the year he first at­tended Hog­warts. And I can at­test on the ba­sis of per­son­al­ity alone that you are re­lated to the Scourge of Gryffindor.”
“She could be in on it too,” Harry ob­served.
“No,” qua­vered the old man. “She’s right. You have your mother’s eyes.”
“Hmm,” Harry frowned. “I sup­pose you could be in on it too -”
“Enough, Mr. Pot­ter.”
The old man raised up a hand as if to touch Harry, but then let it fall. “I’m just glad that you’re alive,” he mur­mured. “Thank you, Harry Pot­ter. Thank you for what you did… I’ll leave you alone now.”
And his cane slowly tapped away, out the al­ley and down the main street of Di­agon Al­ley.
The Pro­fes­sor looked around, her ex­pres­sion tense and grim. Harry au­to­mat­i­cally looked around him­self. But the al­ley seemed empty of all but old leaves, and from the mouth lead­ing out into Di­agon Al­ley, only swiftly strid­ing passersby could be seen.
Fi­nally Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall seemed to re­lax. “That was not well done,” she said in a low voice. “I know you’re not used to this, Mr. Pot­ter, but peo­ple do care about you. Please be kind to them.”
Harry looked down at his shoes. “They shouldn’t,” he said with a tinge of bit­ter­ness. “Care about me, I mean.”
“You saved them from You-Know-Who,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “How should they not care?”
Harry looked up at the witch-lady’s strict ex­pres­sion be­neath her pointed hat, and sighed. “I sup­pose there’s no chance that if I said fun­da­men­tal at­tri­bu­tion er­ror you’d have any idea what that meant.”
“No,” said the Pro­fes­sor in her pre­cise Scot­tish ac­cent, “but please ex­plain, Mr. Pot­ter, if you would be so kind.”
“Well…” Harry said, try­ing to fig­ure out how to de­scribe that par­tic­u­lar bit of Mug­gle sci­ence. “Sup­pose you come into work and see your col­league kick­ing his desk. You think, ‘what an an­gry per­son he must be’. Your col­league is think­ing about how some­one bumped him into a wall on the way to work and then shouted at him. Any­one would be an­gry at that, he thinks. When we look at oth­ers we see per­son­al­ity traits that ex­plain their be­hav­iour, but when we look at our­selves we see cir­cum­stances that ex­plain our be­hav­iour. Peo­ple’s sto­ries make in­ter­nal sense to them, from the in­side, but we don’t see peo­ple’s his­to­ries trail­ing be­hind them in the air. We only see them in one sit­u­a­tion, and we don’t see what they would be like in a dif­fer­ent sit­u­a­tion. So the fun­da­men­tal at­tri­bu­tion er­ror is that we ex­plain by per­ma­nent, en­dur­ing traits what would be bet­ter ex­plained by cir­cum­stance and con­text.” There were some el­e­gant ex­per­i­ments which con­firmed this, but Harry wasn’t about to go into them.
The witch’s eye­brows drew up be­neath her hat’s brim. “I think I un­der­stand…” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said slowly. “But what does that have to do with you?”
Harry kicked the brick wall of the al­ley hard enough to make his foot hurt. “Peo­ple think that I saved them from You-Know-Who be­cause I’m some kind of great war­rior of the Light.”
“The one with the power to van­quish the Dark Lord…” mur­mured the witch, a strange irony leav­en­ing her voice.
“Yes,” Harry said, an­noy­ance and frus­tra­tion war­ring in him, “like I de­stroyed the Dark Lord be­cause I have some kind of per­ma­nent, en­dur­ing de­stroy-the-Dark-Lord trait. I was fif­teen months old at the time! I don’t know what hap­pened, but I would sup­pose it had some­thing to do with, as the say­ing goes, con­tin­gent en­vi­ron­men­tal cir­cum­stances. And cer­tainly noth­ing to do with my per­son­al­ity. Peo­ple don’t care about me, they aren’t even pay­ing at­ten­tion to me, they want to shake hands with a bad ex­pla­na­tion.” Harry paused, and looked at McG­o­na­gall. “Do you know what re­ally hap­pened?”
“I have formed an idea…” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “Af­ter meet­ing you, that is.”
“Yes?”
“You tri­umphed over the Dark Lord by be­ing more aw­ful than he was, and sur­vived the Killing Curse by be­ing more ter­ri­ble than Death.”
“Ha. Ha. Ha.” Harry kicked the wall again.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall chuck­led. “Let’s get you to Madam Malkin’s next. I fear your Mug­gle cloth­ing may be at­tract­ing at­ten­tion.”
They ran into two more well-wish­ers along the way.
Madam Malkin’s Robes had a gen­uinely bor­ing shopfront, red or­di­nary brick, and glass win­dows show­ing plain black robes within. Not robes that shone or changed or spun, or ra­di­ated strange rays that seemed to go right through your shirt and tickle you. Just plain black robes, that was all you could see through the win­dow. The door was propped wide open, as if to ad­ver­tise that there were no se­crets here and noth­ing to hide.
“I’m go­ing to go off for a few min­utes while you get fit­ted for your robes,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “Will you be all right with that, Mr. Pot­ter?”
Harry nod­ded. He hated clothes shop­ping with a fiery pas­sion and couldn’t blame the older witch for feel­ing the same way.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s wand came out of her sleeve, tapped Harry’s head lightly. “And as you’ll need to be clear to Madam Malkin’s senses, I am re­mov­ing the Ob­fus­ca­tion.”
“Uh…” Harry said. That did worry him a lit­tle; he still wasn’t used to the ‘Harry Pot­ter’ thing.
“I went to Hog­warts with Madam Malkin,” McG­o­na­gall said. “Even then, she was one of the most com­posed peo­ple I knew. She wouldn’t turn a hair if You-Know-Who him­self walked into her shop.” McG­o­na­gall’s voice was rem­i­nis­cent, and very ap­prov­ing. “Madam Malkin won’t bother you, and she won’t let any­one else bother you.”
“Where are you go­ing?” Harry in­quired. “Just in case, you know, some­thing does hap­pen.”
McG­o­na­gall gave Harry a hard look. “I am go­ing there,” she said, point­ing at a build­ing across the street which showed the sign of a wooden keg, “and buy­ing a drink, which I des­per­ately need. You are to get fit­ted for your robes, noth­ing else. I will come back to check up on you shortly, and I ex­pect to find Madam Malkin’s shop still stand­ing and not in any way on fire.”
Madam Malkin was a bustling old woman who didn’t say a word about Harry when she saw the scar on his fore­head, and she shot a sharp look at an as­sis­tant when that girl seemed about to say some­thing. Madam Malkin got out a set of an­i­mated, writhing bits of cloth that seemed to serve as tape mea­sures and set to work ex­am­in­ing the medium of her art.
Next to Harry, a pale young boy with a pointed face and awe­some­cool blonde-white hair seemed to be go­ing through the fi­nal stages of a sim­i­lar process. One of Malkin’s two as­sis­tants was ex­am­in­ing the white-haired boy and the che­quer­board-grid­ded robe he was wear­ing; oc­ca­sion­ally she would tap a cor­ner of the robe with her wand, and the robe would loosen or tighten.
“Hello,” said the boy. “Hog­warts, too?”
Harry could pre­dict where this con­ver­sa­tion was about to go, and he de­cided in a split sec­ond of frus­tra­tion that enough was enough.
“Good heav­ens,” whis­pered Harry, “it couldn’t be.” He let his eyes widen. “Your… name, sir?”
“Draco Mal­foy,” said Draco Mal­foy, look­ing slightly puz­zled.
“It is you! Draco Mal­foy. I - I never thought I’d be so hon­oured, sir.” Harry wished he could make tears come out of his eyes. The oth­ers usu­ally started cry­ing at around this point.
“Oh,” said Draco, sound­ing a lit­tle con­fused. Then his lips stretched in a smug smile. “It’s good to meet some­one who knows his place.”
One of the as­sis­tants, the one who’d seemed to recog­nise Harry, made a muf­fled chok­ing sound.
Harry bur­bled on. “I’m de­lighted to meet you, Mr. Mal­foy. Just un­ut­ter­ably de­lighted. And to be at­tend­ing Hog­warts in your very year! It makes my heart swoon.”
Oops. That last part might have sounded a lit­tle odd, like he was flirt­ing with Draco or some­thing.
“And I am pleased to learn that I shall be treated with the re­spect due to the fam­ily of Mal­foy,” the other boy lobbed back, ac­com­pa­nied by a smile such as the high­est of kings might be­stow upon the least of his sub­jects, if that sub­ject were hon­est, though poor.
Eh… Damn, Harry was hav­ing trou­ble think­ing up his next line. Well, ev­ery­one did want to shake the hand of Harry Pot­ter, so - “When my clothes are fit­ted, sir, might you deign to shake my hand? I should wish noth­ing more to put the cap­per upon this day, nay, this month, in­deed, my whole life­time.”
The white-blonde-haired boy glared in re­turn. “And what have you done for the Mal­foys that en­ti­tles you to such a favour?”
Oh, I am so to­tally try­ing this rou­tine on the next per­son who wants to shake my hand. Harry bowed his head. “No, no, sir, I un­der­stand. I’m sorry for ask­ing. I should be hon­oured to clean your boots, rather.”
“In­deed,” snapped the other boy. His stern face light­ened some­what. “Tell me, what House do you think you might be sorted into? I’m bound for Slytherin House, of course, like my fa­ther Lu­cius be­fore me. And for you, I’d guess House Huf­flepuff, or pos­si­bly House Elf.”
Harry grinned sheep­ishly. “Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall says that I’m the most Raven­claw per­son she’s ever seen or heard tell of in leg­end, so much so that Rowena her­self would tell me to get out more, what­ever that means, and that I’ll un­doubt­edly end up in Raven­claw House if the hat isn’t scream­ing too loudly for the rest of us to make out any words, end quote.”
“Wow,” said Draco Mal­foy, sound­ing slightly im­pressed. The boy gave a sort of wist­ful sigh. “Your flat­tery was great, or I thought so, any­way - you’d do well in Slytherin House, too. Usu­ally it’s only my fa­ther who gets that sort of grov­el­ling. I’m hop­ing the other Slytherins will suck up to me now I’m at Hog­warts… I guess this is a good sign, then.”
Harry coughed. “Ac­tu­ally, sorry, I’ve got no idea who you are re­ally.”
“Oh come on!” the boy said with fierce dis­ap­point­ment. “Why’d you go and do that, then?” Draco’s eyes widened with sud­den sus­pi­cion. “And how do you not know about the Mal­foys? And what are those clothes you’re wear­ing? Are your par­ents Mug­gles?”
“Two of my par­ents are dead,” Harry said. His heart twinged. When he put it that way - “My other two par­ents are Mug­gles, and they’re the ones that raised me.”
“What?” said Draco. “Who are you?”
“Harry Pot­ter, pleased to meet you.”
“Harry Pot­ter?” gasped Draco. ”The Harry -” and the boy cut off abruptly.
There was a brief si­lence.
Then, with bright en­thu­si­asm, “Harry Pot­ter? The Harry Pot­ter? Gosh, I’ve al­ways wanted to meet you!”
Draco’s at­ten­dant emit­ted a sound like she was stran­gling but kept on with her work, lift­ing Draco’s arms to care­fully re­move the che­quered robe.
“Shut up,” Harry sug­gested.
“Can I have your au­to­graph? No, wait, I want a pic­ture with you first!”
“Shutupshutupshutup.”
“I’m just so de­lighted to meet you!”
“Burst into flames and die.”
“But you’re Harry Pot­ter, the glo­ri­ous saviour of the wiz­ard­ing world! Ev­ery­one’s hero, Harry Pot­ter! I’ve al­ways wanted to be just like you when I grow up so I can -”
Draco cut off the words in mid-sen­tence, his face freez­ing in ab­so­lute hor­ror.
Tall, white-haired, coldly el­e­gant in black robes of the finest qual­ity. One hand grip­ping a sil­ver-han­dled cane which took on the char­ac­ter of a deadly weapon just by be­ing in that hand. His eyes re­garded the room with the dis­pas­sion­ate qual­ity of an ex­e­cu­tioner, a man to whom killing was not painful, or even de­li­ciously for­bid­den, but just a rou­tine ac­tiv­ity like breath­ing.
That was the man who had, just that mo­ment, strolled in through the open door.
“Draco,” said the man, low and very an­gry, “what are you say­ing?”
In one split sec­ond of sym­pa­thetic panic, Harry for­mu­lated a res­cue plan.
“Lu­cius Mal­foy!” gasped Harry Pot­ter. “The Lu­cius Mal­foy?”
One of Malkin’s as­sis­tants had to turn away and face the wall.
Coolly mur­der­ous eyes re­garded him. “Harry Pot­ter.”
“I am so, so hon­oured to meet you!”
The dark eyes widened, shocked sur­prise re­plac­ing deadly threat.
“Your son has been telling me all about you,” Harry gushed on, hardly even know­ing what was com­ing out of his mouth but just talk­ing as fast as pos­si­ble. “But of course I knew about you all be­fore then, ev­ery­one knows about you, the great Lu­cius Mal­foy! The most hon­oured lau­re­ate of all the House of Slytherin, I’ve been think­ing about try­ing to get into Slytherin House my­self just be­cause I heard you were in it as a child -”
“What are you say­ing, Mr. Pot­ter?” came a near-scream from out­side the shop, and Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall burst in a sec­ond later.
There was such pure hor­ror on her face that Harry’s mouth opened au­to­mat­i­cally, and then blocked on noth­ing-to-say.
“Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall!” cried Draco. “Is it re­ally you? I’ve heard so much about you from my fa­ther, I’ve been think­ing of try­ing to get Sorted into Gryffindor so I can -”
“What?” bel­lowed Lu­cius Mal­foy and Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall in per­fect uni­son, stand­ing side-by-side. Their heads swiv­elled to look at each other in du­pli­cate mo­tions, and then the two re­coiled from one an­other as though per­form­ing a syn­chro­nised dance.
There was a sud­den flurry of ac­tion as Lu­cius seized Draco and dragged him out of the shop.
And then there was si­lence.
In Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s left hand lay a small drink­ing-glass, tilted over to one side in the for­got­ten rush, now slowly drip­ping drops of al­co­hol into the tiny pud­dle of red wine that had ap­peared on the floor.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall strode for­ward into the shop un­til she was op­po­site Madam Malkin.
“Madam Malkin,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, her voice calm. “What has been hap­pen­ing here?”
Madam Malkin looked back silently for four sec­onds, and then cracked up. She fell against the wall, wheez­ing out laugh­ter, and that set off both of her as­sis­tants, one of whom fell to her hands and knees on the floor, gig­gling hys­ter­i­cally.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall slowly turned to look at Harry, her ex­pres­sion chilly. “I leave you alone for six min­utes. Six min­utes, Mr. Pot­ter, by the very clock.”
“I was only jok­ing around,” Harry protested, as the sounds of hys­ter­i­cal laugh­ter went on nearby.
“Draco Mal­foy said in front of his fa­ther that he wanted to be sorted into Gryffindor! Jok­ing around isn’t enough to do that!” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall paused, vis­i­bly tak­ing breaths. “What part of ‘get fit­ted for robes’ sounded to you like please cast a Con­fun­dus Charm on the en­tire uni­verse!”
“He was in a sit­u­a­tional con­text where those ac­tions made in­ter­nal sense -”
“No. Don’t ex­plain. I don’t want to know what hap­pened in here, ever. What­ever dark power in­hab­its you, it is con­ta­gious, and I don’t want to end up like poor Draco Mal­foy, poor Madam Malkin and her two poor as­sis­tants.”
Harry sighed. It was clear that Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall wasn’t in a mood to lis­ten to rea­son­able ex­pla­na­tions. He looked at Madam Malkin, who was still wheez­ing against the wall, and Malkin’s two as­sis­tants, who had now both fallen to their knees, and fi­nally down at his own tape-mea­sure-draped body.
“I’m not quite done be­ing fit­ted for clothes,” Harry said kindly. “Why don’t you go back and have an­other drink?”









Chap­ter 6. The Plan­ning Fal­lacy

Some chil­dren would have waited un­til af­ter their first trip to Di­agon Al­ley.
“Bag of el­e­ment 79,” Harry said, and with­drew his hand, empty, from the moke­skin pouch.
Most chil­dren would have at least waited to get their wands first.
“Bag of okane,” said Harry. The heavy bag of gold popped up into his hand.
Harry with­drew the bag, then plunged it again into the moke­skin pouch. He took out his hand, put it back in, and said, “Bag of to­kens of eco­nomic ex­change.” That time his hand came out empty.
“Give me back the bag that I just put in.” Out came the bag of gold once more.
Harry James Pot­ter-Evans-Ver­res had got­ten his hands on at least one mag­i­cal item. Why wait?
“Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall,” Harry said to the be­mused witch strolling be­side him, “can you give me two words, one word for gold, and one word for some­thing else that isn’t money, in a lan­guage that I wouldn’t know? But don’t tell me which is which.”
“Ahava and za­hav,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “That’s He­brew, and the other word means love.”
“Thank you, Pro­fes­sor. Bag of ahava.” Empty.
“Bag of za­hav.” And it popped up into his hand.
“Za­hav is gold?” Harry ques­tioned, and Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall nod­ded.
Harry thought over his col­lected ex­per­i­men­tal data. It was only the most crude and pre­lim­i­nary sort of ef­fort, but it was enough to sup­port at least one con­clu­sion:
“Aaaaaaar­rrgh this doesn’t make any sense!”
The witch be­side him lifted a lofty eye­brow. “Prob­lems, Mr. Pot­ter?”
“I just fal­si­fied ev­ery sin­gle hy­poth­e­sis I had! How can it know that ‘bag of 115 Galleons’ is okay but not ‘bag of 90 plus 25 Galleons’? It can count but it can’t add? It can un­der­stand nouns, but not some noun phrases that mean the same thing? The per­son who made this prob­a­bly didn’t speak Ja­pa­nese and I don’t speak any He­brew, so it’s not us­ing their knowl­edge, and it’s not us­ing my knowl­edge -” Harry waved a hand help­lessly. “The rules seem sorta con­sis­tent but they don’t mean any­thing! I’m not even go­ing to ask how a pouch ends up with voice recog­ni­tion and nat­u­ral lan­guage un­der­stand­ing when the best Ar­ti­fi­cial In­tel­li­gence pro­gram­mers can’t get the fastest su­per­com­put­ers to do it af­ter thirty-five years of hard work,” Harry gasped for breath, “but what is go­ing on?”
“Magic,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.
“That’s just a word! Even af­ter you tell me that, I can’t make any new pre­dic­tions! It’s ex­actly like say­ing ‘phlo­gis­ton’ or ‘elan vi­tal’ or ‘emer­gence’ or ‘com­plex­ity’!”
The black-robed witch laughed aloud. “But it is magic, Mr. Pot­ter.”
Harry slumped over a lit­tle. “With re­spect, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, I’m not quite sure you un­der­stand what I’m try­ing to do here.”
“With re­spect, Mr. Pot­ter, I’m quite sure I don’t. Un­less - this is just a guess, mind - you’re try­ing to take over the world?”
“No! I mean yes - well, no!”
“I think I should per­haps be alarmed that you have trou­ble an­swer­ing the ques­tion.”
Harry glumly con­sid­ered the Dart­mouth Con­fer­ence on Ar­ti­fi­cial In­tel­li­gence in 1956. It had been the first con­fer­ence ever on the topic, the one that had coined the phrase “Ar­ti­fi­cial In­tel­li­gence”. They had iden­ti­fied key prob­lems such as mak­ing com­put­ers un­der­stand lan­guage, learn, and im­prove them­selves. They had sug­gested, in per­fect se­ri­ous­ness, that sig­nif­i­cant ad­vances on these prob­lems might be made by ten sci­en­tists work­ing to­gether for two months.
No. Chin up. You’re just start­ing on the prob­lem of un­rav­el­ling all the se­crets of magic. You don’t ac­tu­ally know whether it’s go­ing to be too dif­fi­cult to do in two months.
“And you re­ally haven’t heard of other wiz­ards ask­ing these sorts of ques­tions or do­ing this sort of sci­en­tific ex­per­i­ment­ing?” Harry asked again. It just seemed so ob­vi­ous to him.
Then again, it’d taken more than two hun­dred years af­ter the in­ven­tion of the sci­en­tific method be­fore any Mug­gle sci­en­tists had thought to sys­tem­at­i­cally in­ves­ti­gate which sen­tences a hu­man four-year-old could or couldn’t un­der­stand. The de­vel­op­men­tal psy­chol­ogy of lin­guis­tics could’ve been dis­cov­ered in the eigh­teenth cen­tury, in prin­ci­ple, but no one had even thought to look un­til the twen­ti­eth. So you couldn’t re­ally blame the much smaller wiz­ard­ing world for not in­ves­ti­gat­ing the Re­trieval Charm.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall pursed her lips, then shrugged. “I’m still not sure what you mean by ‘sci­en­tific ex­per­i­ment­ing’, Mr. Pot­ter. As I said, I’ve seen Mug­gle­born stu­dents try to get Mug­gle sci­ence to work in­side Hog­warts, and peo­ple in­vent new Charms and Po­tions ev­ery year.”
Harry shook his head. “Tech­nol­ogy isn’t the same thing as sci­ence at all. And try­ing lots of dif­fer­ent ways to do some­thing isn’t the same as ex­per­i­ment­ing to fig­ure out the rules.” There were plenty of peo­ple who’d tried to in­vent fly­ing ma­chines by try­ing out lots of things-with-wings, but only the Wright Broth­ers had built a wind tun­nel to mea­sure lift… “Um, how many Mug­gle-raised chil­dren do you get at Hog­warts ev­ery year?”
“Per­haps ten or so?”
Harry missed a step and al­most tripped over his own feet. “Ten?”
The Mug­gle world had a pop­u­la­tion of six bil­lion and count­ing. If you were one in a mil­lion, there were seven of you in Lon­don and a thou­sand more in China. It was in­evitable that the Mug­gle pop­u­la­tion would pro­duce some eleven-year-olds who could do cal­cu­lus - Harry knew he wasn’t the only one. He’d met other prodi­gies in math­e­mat­i­cal com­pe­ti­tions. In fact he’d been thor­oughly trounced by com­peti­tors who prob­a­bly spent lit­er­ally all day prac­tis­ing maths prob­lems and who’d never read a sci­ence-fic­tion book and who would burn out com­pletely be­fore pu­berty and never amount to any­thing in their fu­ture lives be­cause they’d just prac­tised known tech­niques in­stead of learn­ing to think cre­atively. (Harry was some­thing of a sore loser.)
But… in the wiz­ard­ing world…
Ten Mug­gle-raised chil­dren per year, who’d all ended their Mug­gle ed­u­ca­tions at the age of eleven? And Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall might be bi­ased, but she had claimed that Hog­warts was the largest and most em­i­nent wiz­ard­ing school in the world… and it only ed­u­cated up to the age of sev­en­teen.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall un­doubt­edly knew ev­ery last de­tail of how you went about turn­ing into a cat. But she seemed to have lit­er­ally never heard of the sci­en­tific method. To her it was just Mug­gle magic. And she didn’t even seem cu­ri­ous about what se­crets might be hid­ing be­hind the nat­u­ral lan­guage un­der­stand­ing of the Re­trieval Charm.
That left two pos­si­bil­i­ties, re­ally.
Pos­si­bil­ity one: Magic was so in­cred­i­bly opaque, con­vo­luted, and im­pen­e­tra­ble, that even though wiz­ards and witches had tried their best to un­der­stand, they’d made lit­tle or no progress and even­tu­ally given up; and Harry would do no bet­ter.
Or…
Harry cracked his knuck­les in de­ter­mi­na­tion, but they only made a quiet sort of click­ing sound, rather than echo­ing omi­nously off the walls of Di­agon Al­ley.
Pos­si­bil­ity two: He’d be tak­ing over the world.
Even­tu­ally. Per­haps not right away.
That sort of thing did some­times take longer than two months. Mug­gle sci­ence hadn’t gone to the moon in the first week af­ter Galileo.
But Harry still couldn’t stop the huge smile that was stretch­ing his cheeks so wide they were start­ing to hurt.
Harry had al­ways been fright­ened of end­ing up as one of those child prodi­gies that never amounted to any­thing and spent the rest of their lives boast­ing about how far ahead they’d been at age ten. But then most adult ge­niuses never amounted to any­thing ei­ther. There were prob­a­bly a thou­sand peo­ple as in­tel­li­gent as Ein­stein for ev­ery ac­tual Ein­stein in his­tory. Be­cause those other ge­niuses hadn’t got­ten their hands on the one thing you ab­so­lutely needed to achieve great­ness. They’d never found an im­por­tant prob­lem.
You’re mine now, Harry thought at the walls of Di­agon Al­ley, and all the shops and items, and all the shop­keep­ers and cus­tomers; and all the lands and peo­ple of wiz­ard­ing Britain, and all the wider wiz­ard­ing world; and the en­tire greater uni­verse of which Mug­gle sci­en­tists un­der­stood so much less than they be­lieved. I, Harry James Pot­ter-Evans-Ver­res, do now claim this ter­ri­tory in the name of Sci­ence.
Light­ning and thun­der com­pletely failed to flash and boom in the cloud­less skies.
“What are you smil­ing about?” in­quired Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, war­ily and wearily.
“I’m won­der­ing if there’s a spell to make light­ning flash in the back­ground when­ever I make an omi­nous res­o­lu­tion,” ex­plained Harry. He was care­fully mem­o­ris­ing the ex­act words of his omi­nous res­o­lu­tion so that fu­ture his­tory books would get it right.
“I have the dis­tinct feel­ing that I ought to be do­ing some­thing about this,” sighed Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.
“Ig­nore it, it’ll go away. Ooh, shiny!” Harry put his thoughts of world con­quest tem­po­rar­ily on hold and skipped over to a shop with an open dis­play, and Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall fol­lowed.

Harry had now bought his po­tions in­gre­di­ents and caul­dron, and, oh, a few more things. Items that seemed like good things to carry in Harry’s Bag of Hold­ing (aka Moke Su­per Pouch QX31 with Un­de­tectable Ex­ten­sion Charm, Re­trieval Charm, and Widen­ing Lip). Smart, sen­si­ble pur­chases.
Harry gen­uinely didn’t un­der­stand why Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was look­ing so sus­pi­cious.
Right now, Harry was in a shop ex­pen­sive enough to dis­play in the twist­ing main street of Di­agon Al­ley. The shop had an open front with mer­chan­dise laid out on slanted wooden rows, guarded only by slight grey glows and a young-look­ing sales­girl in a much-short­ened ver­sion of witch’s robes that ex­posed her knees and el­bows.
Harry was ex­am­in­ing the wiz­ard­ing equiv­a­lent of a first-aid kit, the Emer­gency Heal­ing Pack Plus. There were two self-tight­en­ing tourni­quets. A sy­ringe of what looked like liq­uid fire, which was sup­posed to dras­ti­cally slow cir­cu­la­tion in a treated area while main­tain­ing oxy­gena­tion of the blood for up to three min­utes, if you needed to pre­vent a poi­son from spread­ing through the body. White cloth that could be wrapped over a part of the body to tem­po­rar­ily numb pain. Plus any num­ber of other items that Harry to­tally failed to com­pre­hend, like the “De­men­tor Ex­po­sure Treat­ment”, which looked and smelled like or­di­nary choco­late. Or the “Baf­flesnaf­fle Counter”, which looked like a small quiv­er­ing egg and car­ried a plac­ard show­ing how to jam it up some­one’s nos­tril.
“A def­i­nite buy at five Galleons, wouldn’t you agree?” Harry said to Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, and the teenage sales­girl hov­er­ing nearby nod­ded ea­gerly.
Harry had ex­pected the Pro­fes­sor to make some sort of ap­prov­ing re­mark about his pru­dence and pre­pared­ness.
What he was get­ting in­stead could only be de­scribed as the Evil Eye.
“And just why,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said with heavy scep­ti­cism, “do you ex­pect to need a healer’s kit, young man?” (Af­ter the un­for­tu­nate in­ci­dent at the Po­tions shop, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was try­ing to avoid say­ing “Mr. Pot­ter” while any­one else was nearby.)
Harry’s mouth opened and closed. “I don’t ex­pect to need it! It’s just in case!”
“Just in case of what?”
Harry’s eyes widened. “You think I’m plan­ning to do some­thing dan­ger­ous and that’s why I want a med­i­cal kit?”
A look of grim sus­pi­cion and ironic dis­be­lief was the an­swer.
“Great Scott!” said Harry. (This was an ex­pres­sion he’d learned from the mad sci­en­tist Doc Brown in Back to the Fu­ture.) “Were you also think­ing that when I bought the Feather-Fall­ing Po­tion, the Gilly­weed, and the bot­tle of Food and Wa­ter Pills?”
“Yes.”
Harry shook his head in amaze­ment. “Just what sort of plan do you think I have go­ing, here?”
“I don’t know,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said darkly, “but it ends ei­ther in you de­liv­er­ing a ton of sil­ver to Gringotts, or in world dom­i­na­tion.”
“World dom­i­na­tion is such an ugly phrase. I pre­fer to call it world op­ti­mi­sa­tion.”
This hi­lar­i­ous joke failed to re­as­sure the witch giv­ing him the Look of Doom.
“Wow,” Harry said, as he re­alised that she was se­ri­ous. “You re­ally think that. You re­ally think I’m plan­ning to do some­thing dan­ger­ous.”
“Yes.”
“Like that’s the only rea­son any­one would ever buy a first-aid kit? Don’t take this the wrong way, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, but what sort of crazy chil­dren are you used to deal­ing with?”
“Gryffind­ors,” spat Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, the word car­ry­ing a freight of bit­ter­ness and de­spair that fell like an eter­nal curse on all youth­ful en­thu­si­asm and high spir­its.
“Deputy Head­mistress Pro­fes­sor Min­erva McG­o­na­gall,” Harry said, putting his hands sternly on his hips. “I am not go­ing to be in Gryffindor -”
At this point the Deputy Head­mistress in­ter­jected some­thing about how if he was she would fig­ure out how to kill a hat, which odd re­mark Harry let pass with­out com­ment, though the sales­girl seemed to be hav­ing a sud­den cough­ing fit.
“- I am go­ing to be in Raven­claw. And if you re­ally think that I’m plan­ning to do some­thing dan­ger­ous, then, hon­estly, you don’t un­der­stand me at all. I don’t like dan­ger, it is scary. I am be­ing pru­dent. I am be­ing cau­tious. I am pre­par­ing for un­fore­seen con­tin­gen­cies. Like my par­ents used to sing to me: Be pre­pared! That’s the Boy Scout’s march­ing song! Be pre­pared! As through life you march along! Don’t be ner­vous, don’t be flus­tered, don’t be scared - be pre­pared!”
(Harry’s par­ents had in fact only ever sung him those par­tic­u­lar lines of that Tom Lehrer song, and Harry was bliss­fully un­aware of the rest.)
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s stance had slightly soft­ened - though mostly when Harry had said that he was head­ing for Raven­claw. “What sort of con­tin­gency do you imag­ine this kit might pre­pare you for, young man?”
“One of my class­mates gets bit­ten by a hor­ri­ble mon­ster, and as I scrab­ble fran­ti­cally in my moke­skin pouch for some­thing that could help her, she looks at me sadly and with her last breath says, ‘Why weren’t you pre­pared?’ And then she dies, and I know as her eyes close that she won’t ever for­give me -”
Harry heard the sales­girl gasp, and he looked up to see her star­ing at him with her lips pressed tight. Then the young woman whirled and fled into the deeper re­cesses of the shop.
What…?
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall reached down, and took Harry’s hand in hers, gen­tly but firmly, and pulled Harry out of the main street of Di­agon Al­ley, lead­ing him into an al­ley­way be­tween two shops which was paved in dirty bricks and dead-ended in a wall of solid black dirt.
The tall witch pointed her wand at the main street and spoke, “Qui­etus” she said, and a screen of si­lence de­scended around them, block­ing out all the street noises.
What did I do wrong…
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall turned to re­gard Harry. She didn’t have a full adult Wrong­do­ing Face, but her ex­pres­sion was flat, con­trolled. “You must re­mem­ber, Mr. Pot­ter,” she said, “that there was a war in this coun­try not ten years ago. Ev­ery­one has lost some­one, and to speak of friends dy­ing in your arms - is not done lightly.”
“I - I didn’t mean to -” The in­fer­ence dropped like a fall­ing stone into Harry’s ex­cep­tion­ally vivid imag­i­na­tion. He’d talked about some­one breath­ing their last breath - and then the sales­girl had run away - and the war had ended ten years ago so that girl would have been at most eight or nine years old, when, when, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” Harry choked up, and turned away to run from the older witch’s gaze but there was a wall of dirt block­ing his way and he didn’t have his wand yet. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”
There came a heavy sigh from be­hind him. “I know you are, Mr. Pot­ter.”
Harry dared to peek be­hind him. Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall only seemed sad, now. “I’m sorry,” Harry said again, feel­ing wretched. “Did any­thing like that hap­pen to -” and then Harry shut his lips and slapped a hand over his mouth for good mea­sure.
The older witch’s face grew a lit­tle sad­der. “You must learn to think be­fore you speak, Mr. Pot­ter, or else go through life with­out many friends. That has been the fate of many a Raven­claw, and I hope it will not be yours.”
Harry wanted to just run away. He wanted to pull out a wand and erase the whole thing from Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s mem­ory, be back with her out­side the shop again, make it didn’t hap­pen -
“But to an­swer your ques­tion, Mr. Pot­ter, no, noth­ing like that has ever hap­pened to me. Cer­tainly I’ve watched a friend breathe their last, once or seven times. But not one of them ever cursed me as they died, and I never thought that they wouldn’t for­give me. Why would you say such a thing, Mr. Pot­ter? Why would you even think it?”
“I, I, I,” Harry swal­lowed. “It’s just that I al­ways try to imag­ine the worst thing that could hap­pen,” and maybe he’d also been jok­ing around a lit­tle but he would rather have bit­ten off his own tongue than say that now.
“What?” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “But why?”
“So I can stop it from hap­pen­ing!”
“Mr. Pot­ter…” the older witch’s voice trailed off. Then she sighed, and knelt down be­side him. “Mr. Pot­ter,” she said, gen­tly now, “it’s not your re­spon­si­bil­ity to take care of the stu­dents at Hog­warts. It’s mine. I won’t let any­thing bad hap­pen to you or any­one else. Hog­warts is the safest place for mag­i­cal chil­dren in all the wiz­ard­ing world, and Madam Pom­frey has a full healer’s of­fice. You won’t need a healer’s kit at all, let alone a five-Galleon one.”
“But I do!” Harry burst out. ”Nowhere is per­fectly safe! And what if my par­ents have a heart at­tack or get in an ac­ci­dent when I go home for Christ­mas - Madam Pom­frey won’t be there, I’ll need a healer’s kit of my own -”
“What in Mer­lin’s name…” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said. She stood up, and looked down at Harry an ex­pres­sion torn be­tween an­noy­ance and con­cern. “There’s no need to think about such ter­ri­ble things, Mr. Pot­ter!”
Harry’s ex­pres­sion twisted up into bit­ter­ness, hear­ing that. “Yes there is! If you don’t think, you don’t just get hurt your­self, you end up hurt­ing other peo­ple!”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall opened her mouth, then closed it. The witch rubbed the bridge of her nose, look­ing thought­ful. “Mr. Pot­ter… if I were to of­fer to lis­ten to you for a while… is there any­thing you’d like to talk to me about?”
“About what?”
“About why you’re con­vinced you must al­ways be on your guard against ter­ri­ble things hap­pen­ing to you.”
Harry stared at her in puz­zle­ment. That was a self-ev­i­dent ax­iom. “Well…” Harry said slowly. He tried to or­gan­ise his thoughts. How could he ex­plain him­self to a Pro­fes­sor-witch, when she didn’t even know the ba­sics? “Mug­gle re­searchers have found that peo­ple are al­ways very op­ti­mistic, com­pared to re­al­ity. Like they say some­thing will take two days and it takes ten days, or they say it’ll take two months and it takes over thirty-five years. For ex­am­ple, in one ex­per­i­ment, they asked stu­dents for times by which they were 50% sure, 75% sure, and 99% sure they’d com­plete their home­work, and only 13%, 19%, and 45% of the stu­dents fin­ished by those times. And they found that the rea­son was that when they asked one group for their best-case es­ti­mates if ev­ery­thing went as well as pos­si­ble, and an­other group for their av­er­age-case es­ti­mates if ev­ery­thing went as usual, they got back an­swers that were sta­tis­ti­cally in­dis­tin­guish­able. See, if you ask some­one what they ex­pect in the nor­mal case, they vi­su­alise what looks like the line of max­i­mum prob­a­bil­ity at each step along the way - ev­ery­thing go­ing ac­cord­ing to plan, with no sur­prises. But ac­tu­ally, since more than half the stu­dents didn’t fin­ish by the time they were 99% sure they’d be done, re­al­ity usu­ally de­liv­ers re­sults a lit­tle worse than the ‘worst-case sce­nario’. It’s called the plan­ning fal­lacy, and the best way to fix it is to ask how long things took the last time you tried them. That’s called us­ing the out­side view in­stead of the in­side view. But when you’re do­ing some­thing new and can’t do that, you just have to be re­ally, re­ally, re­ally pes­simistic. Like, so pes­simistic that re­al­ity ac­tu­ally comes out bet­ter than you ex­pected around as of­ten and as much as it comes out worse. It’s ac­tu­ally re­ally hard to be so pes­simistic that you stand a de­cent chance of un­der­shoot­ing real life. Like I make this big ef­fort to be gloomy and I imag­ine one of my class­mates get­ting bit­ten, but what ac­tu­ally hap­pens is that the sur­viv­ing Death Eaters at­tack the whole school to get at me. But on a hap­pier note -”
“Stop,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.
Harry stopped. He had just been about to point out that at least they knew the Dark Lord wouldn’t at­tack, since he was dead.
“I think I might not have made my­self clear,” the witch said, her pre­cise Scot­tish voice sound­ing even more care­ful. “Did any­thing hap­pen to you per­son­ally that fright­ened you, Mr. Pot­ter?”
“What hap­pened to me per­son­ally is only anec­do­tal ev­i­dence,” Harry ex­plained. “It doesn’t carry the same weight as a repli­cated, peer-re­viewed jour­nal ar­ti­cle about a con­trolled study with ran­dom as­sign­ment, many sub­jects, large ef­fect sizes and strong sta­tis­ti­cal sig­nif­i­cance.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall pinched the bridge of her nose, in­haled, and ex­haled. “I would still like to hear about it,” she said.
“Um…” Harry said. He took a deep breath. “There’d been some mug­gings in our neigh­bor­hood, and my mother asked me to re­turn a pan she’d bor­rowed to a neigh­bor two streets away, and I said I didn’t want to be­cause I might get mugged, and she said, ‘Harry, don’t say things like that!’ Like think­ing about it would make it hap­pen, so if I didn’t talk about it, I would be safe. I tried to ex­plain why I wasn’t re­as­sured, and she made me carry over the pan any­way. I was too young to know how sta­tis­ti­cally un­likely it was for a mug­ger to tar­get me, but I was old enough to know that not-think­ing about some­thing doesn’t stop it from hap­pen­ing, so I was re­ally scared.”
“Noth­ing else?” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said af­ter a pause, when it be­came clear that Harry was done. “There isn’t any­thing else that hap­pened to you?”
“I know it doesn’t sound like much,” Harry de­fended. “But it was just one of those crit­i­cal life mo­ments, you see? I mean, I knew that not think­ing about some­thing doesn’t stop it from hap­pen­ing, I knew that, but I could see that Mum re­ally thought that way.” Harry stopped, strug­gling with the anger that was start­ing to rise up again when he thought about it. “She wouldn’t lis­ten. I tried to tell her, I begged her not to send me out, and she laughed it off. Ev­ery­thing I said, she treated like some sort of big joke…” Harry forced the black rage back down again. “That’s when I re­alised that ev­ery­one who was sup­posed to pro­tect me was ac­tu­ally crazy, and that they wouldn’t lis­ten to me no mat­ter how much I begged them, and that I couldn’t ever rely on them to get any­thing right.” Some­times good in­ten­tions weren’t enough, some­times you had to be sane…
There was a long si­lence.
Harry took the time to breathe deeply and calm him­self down. There was no point in get­ting an­gry. There was no point in get­ting an­gry. All par­ents were like that, no adult would lower them­selves far enough to place them­selves on level ground with a child and lis­ten, his ge­netic par­ents would have been no dif­fer­ent. San­ity was a tiny spark in the night, an in­finites­i­mally rare ex­cep­tion to the rule of mad­ness, so there was no point in get­ting an­gry.
Harry didn’t like him­self when he was an­gry.
“Thank you for shar­ing that, Mr. Pot­ter,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall af­ter a while. There was an ab­stracted look on her face (al­most ex­actly the same look that had ap­peared on Harry’s own face while ex­per­i­ment­ing on the pouch, if Harry had only seen him­self in a mir­ror to re­alise that). “I shall have to think about this.” She turned to­wards the al­ley mouth­way, and raised her wand -
“Um,” Harry said, “can we go get the healer’s kit now?”
The witch paused, and looked back at him steadily. “And if I say no - that it is too ex­pen­sive and you won’t need it - then what?”
Harry’s face twisted in bit­ter­ness. “Ex­actly what you’re think­ing, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. Ex­actly what you’re think­ing. I con­clude you’re an­other crazy adult I can’t talk to, and I start plan­ning how to get my hands on a healer’s kit any­way.”
“I am your guardian on this trip,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said with a tinge of dan­ger. “I will not al­low you to push me around.”
“I un­der­stand,” Harry said. He kept the re­sent­ment out of his voice, and didn’t say any of the other things that came to mind. Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall had told him to think be­fore he spoke. He prob­a­bly wouldn’t re­mem­ber that to­mor­row, but he could at least re­mem­ber it for five min­utes.
The witch’s wand made a slight cir­cle in her hand, and the noises of Di­agon Al­ley came back. “All right, young man,” she said. “Let’s go get that healer’s kit.”
Harry’s jaw dropped in sur­prise. Then he hur­ried af­ter her, al­most stum­bling in his sud­den rush.

The shop was the same as they had left it, recog­nis­able and un­recog­nis­able items still laid out on the slanted wooden dis­play, the grey glow still pro­tect­ing and the sales­girl back in her old po­si­tion. The sales­girl looked up as they ap­proached, her face show­ing sur­prise.
“I’m sorry,” she said as they got closer, and Harry spoke at al­most the same mo­ment, “I apol­o­gise for -”
They broke off and looked at each other, and then the sales­girl laughed a lit­tle. “I didn’t mean to get you in trou­ble with Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall,” she said. Her voice low­ered con­spir­a­to­ri­ally. “I hope she wasn’t too aw­ful to you.”
“Della!” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, sound­ing scan­dalised.
“Bag of gold,” Harry said to his pouch, and then looked back up at the sales­girl while he counted out five Galleons. “Don’t worry, I un­der­stand that she’s only aw­ful to me be­cause she loves me.”
He counted out five Galleons to the sales­girl while Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was splut­ter­ing some­thing unim­por­tant. “One Emer­gency Heal­ing Pack Plus, please.”
It was ac­tu­ally sort of un­nerv­ing to see how the Widen­ing Lip swal­lowed the brief­case-sized med­i­cal kit. Harry couldn’t help won­der­ing what would hap­pen if he tried climb­ing into the moke­skin pouch him­self, given that only the per­son who put some­thing in was sup­posed to be able to take it out again.
When the pouch was done… eat­ing… his hard-won pur­chase, Harry swore he heard a small burp­ing sound af­ter­ward. That had to have been spelled in on pur­pose. The al­ter­na­tive hy­poth­e­sis was too hor­ri­fy­ing to con­tem­plate… in fact Harry couldn’t even think of any al­ter­na­tive hy­pothe­ses. Harry looked back up at the Pro­fes­sor, as they be­gan walk­ing through Di­agon Al­ley once more. “Where to next?”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall pointed to­ward a shop that looked as if it had been made from flesh in­stead of bricks and cov­ered in fur in­stead of paint. “Small pets are per­mit­ted at Hog­warts - you could get an owl to send let­ters, for ex­am­ple -”
“Can I pay a Knut or some­thing and rent an owl when I need to send mail?”
“Yes,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.
“Then I think em­phat­i­cally no.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall nod­ded, as though tick­ing off a point. “Might I ask why not?”
“I had a pet rock once. It died.”
“You don’t think you could take care of a pet?”
“I could,” Harry said, “but I would end up ob­sess­ing all day long about whether I’d re­mem­bered to feed it that day or if it was slowly starv­ing in its cage, won­der­ing where its mas­ter was and why there wasn’t any food.”
“That poor owl,” the older witch said in a soft voice. “Aban­doned like that. I won­der what it would do.”
“Well, I ex­pect it’d get re­ally hun­gry and start try­ing to claw its way out of the cage or the box or what­ever, though it prob­a­bly wouldn’t have much luck with that -” Harry stopped short.
The witch went on, still in that soft voice. “And what would hap­pen to it af­ter­ward?”
“Ex­cuse me,” Harry said, and he reached up to take Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall by the hand, gen­tly but firmly, and steered her into yet an­other al­ley­way; af­ter duck­ing so many well-wish­ers the process had be­come al­most un­no­tice­ably rou­tine. “Please cast that si­lenc­ing spell.”
“Qui­etus.”
Harry’s voice was shak­ing. “That owl does not rep­re­sent me, my par­ents never locked me in a cup­board and left me to starve, I do not have aban­don­ment fears and I don’t like the trend of your thoughts, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall!”
The witch looked down at him gravely. “And what thoughts would those be, Mr. Pot­ter?”
“You think I was,” Harry was hav­ing trou­ble say­ing it, “I was abused?”
“Were you?”
“No!” Harry shouted. “No, I never was! Do you think I’m stupid? I know about the con­cept of child abuse, I know about in­ap­pro­pri­ate touch­ing and all of that and if any­thing like that hap­pened I would call the po­lice! And re­port it to the head teacher! And look up so­cial ser­vices in the phone book! And tell Grandpa and Grandma and Mrs. Figg! But my par­ents never did any­thing like that, never ever ever! How dare you sug­gest such a thing!”
The older witch gazed at him steadily. “It is my duty as Deputy Head­mistress to in­ves­ti­gate pos­si­ble signs of abuse in the chil­dren un­der my care.”
Harry’s anger was spi­ralling out of con­trol into pure, black fury. “Don’t you ever dare breathe a word of these, these in­sin­u­a­tions to any­one else! No one, do you hear me, McG­o­na­gall? An ac­cu­sa­tion like that can ruin peo­ple and de­stroy fam­i­lies even when the par­ents are com­pletely in­no­cent! I’ve read about it in the news­pa­pers!” Harry’s voice was climb­ing to a high-pitched scream. “The sys­tem doesn’t know how to stop, it doesn’t be­lieve the par­ents or the chil­dren when they say noth­ing hap­pened! Don’t you dare threaten my fam­ily with that! I won’t let you de­stroy my home!”
“Harry,” the older witch said softly, and she reached out a hand to­wards him -
Harry took a fast step back, and his hand snapped up and knocked hers away.
McG­o­na­gall froze, then she pulled her hand back, and took a step back­wards. “Harry, it’s all right,” she said. “I be­lieve you.”
“Do you,” Harry hissed. The fury still roar­ing through his blood. “Or are you just wait­ing to get away from me so you can file the pa­pers?”
“Harry, I saw your house. I saw you with your par­ents. They love you. You love them. I do be­lieve you when you say that your par­ents are not abus­ing you. But I had to ask, be­cause there is some­thing strange at work here.”
Harry stared at her coldly. “Like what?”
“Harry, I’ve seen many abused chil­dren in my time at Hog­warts, it would break your heart to know how many. And, when you’re happy, you don’t be­have like one of those chil­dren, not at all. You smile at strangers, you hug peo­ple, I put my hand on your shoul­der and you didn’t flinch. But some­times, only some­times, you say or do some­thing that seems very much like… some­one who spent his first eleven years locked in a cel­lar. Not the lov­ing fam­ily that I saw.” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall tilted her head, her ex­pres­sion grow­ing puz­zled again.
Harry took this in, pro­cess­ing it. The black rage be­gan to drain away, as it dawned on him that he was be­ing lis­tened to re­spect­fully, and that his fam­ily wasn’t in dan­ger.
“And how do you ex­plain your ob­ser­va­tions, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “But it’s pos­si­ble that some­thing could have hap­pened to you that you don’t re­mem­ber.”
Fury rose up again in Harry. That sounded all too much like what he’d read in the news­pa­per sto­ries of shat­tered fam­i­lies. “Sup­pressed mem­ory is a load of pseu­do­science! Peo­ple do not re­press trau­matic mem­o­ries, they re­mem­ber them all too well for the rest of their lives!”
“No, Mr. Pot­ter. There is a Charm called Oblivi­a­tion.”
Harry froze in place. “A spell that erases mem­o­ries?”
The older witch nod­ded. “But not all the ef­fects of the ex­pe­ri­ence, if you see what I’m say­ing, Mr. Pot­ter.”
A chill went down Harry’s spine. That hy­poth­e­sis… could not be eas­ily re­futed. “But my par­ents couldn’t do that!”
“In­deed not,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “It would have taken some­one from the wiz­ard­ing world. There’s… no way to be cer­tain, I’m afraid.”
Harry’s ra­tio­nal­ist skills be­gan to boot up again. “Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, how sure are you of your ob­ser­va­tions, and what al­ter­na­tive ex­pla­na­tions could there also be?”
The witch opened her hands, as though to show their empti­ness. “Sure? I’m sure of noth­ing, Mr. Pot­ter. In all my life I’ve never met any­one else like you. Some­times you just don’t seem eleven years old or even all that hu­man.”
Harry’s eye­brows rose to­ward the sky -
“I’m sorry!” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said quickly. “I’m very sorry, Mr. Pot­ter. I was try­ing to make a point and I’m afraid that came out sound­ing dif­fer­ent from what I had in mind -”
“On the con­trary, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall,” Harry said, and slowly smiled. “I shall take it as a very great com­pli­ment. But would you mind if I of­fered an al­ter­na­tive ex­pla­na­tion?”
“Please do.”
“Chil­dren aren’t meant to be too much smarter than their par­ents,” Harry said. “Or too much saner, maybe - my fa­ther could prob­a­bly out­smart me if he was, you know, ac­tu­ally try­ing, in­stead of us­ing his adult in­tel­li­gence mainly to come up with new rea­sons not to change his mind -” Harry stopped. “I’m too smart, Pro­fes­sor. I’ve got noth­ing to say to nor­mal chil­dren. Adults don’t re­spect me enough to re­ally talk to me. And frankly, even if they did, they wouldn’t sound as smart as Richard Feyn­man, so I might as well read some­thing Richard Feyn­man wrote in­stead. I’m iso­lated, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. I’ve been iso­lated my whole life. Maybe that has some of the same ef­fects as be­ing locked in a cel­lar. And I’m too in­tel­li­gent to look up to my par­ents the way that chil­dren are de­signed to do. My par­ents love me, but they don’t feel obliged to re­spond to rea­son, and some­times I feel like they’re the chil­dren - chil­dren who won’t lis­ten and have ab­so­lute au­thor­ity over my whole ex­is­tence. I try not to be too bit­ter about it, but I also try to be hon­est with my­self, so, yes, I’m bit­ter. And I also have an anger man­age­ment prob­lem, but I’m work­ing on it. That’s all.”
“That’s all?”
Harry nod­ded firmly. “That’s all. Surely, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, even in mag­i­cal Britain, the nor­mal ex­pla­na­tion is al­ways worth con­sid­er­ing?”

It was later in the day, the sun low­er­ing in the sum­mer sky and shop­pers be­gin­ning to pe­ter out from the streets. Some shops had al­ready closed; Harry and Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall had bought his text­books from Flour­ish and Blotts just un­der the dead­line. With only a slight ex­plo­sion when Harry had made a bee­line for the key­word “Arith­mancy” and dis­cov­ered that the sev­enth-year text­books in­voked noth­ing more math­e­mat­i­cally ad­vanced than trigonom­e­try.
At this mo­ment, though, dreams of low-hang­ing re­search fruit were far from Harry’s mind.
At this mo­ment, the two of them were walk­ing out of Ol­li­van­der’s, and Harry was star­ing at his wand. He’d waved it, and pro­duced mul­ti­coloured sparks, which re­ally shouldn’t have come as such an ex­tra shock af­ter ev­ery­thing else he’d seen, but some­how -
I can do magic.
Me. As in, me per­son­ally. I am mag­i­cal; I am a wiz­ard.
He had felt the magic pour­ing up his arm, and in that in­stant, re­alised that he had al­ways had that sense, that he had pos­sessed it his whole life, the sense that was not sight or sound or smell or taste or touch but only magic. Like hav­ing eyes but keep­ing them al­ways closed, so that you didn’t even re­alise that you were see­ing dark­ness; and then one day the eye opened, and saw the world. The shock of it had poured through him, touch­ing pieces of him­self, awak­en­ing them, and then died away in sec­onds; leav­ing only the cer­tain knowl­edge that he was now a wiz­ard, and al­ways had been, and had even, in some strange way, al­ways known it.
And -
“It is very cu­ri­ous in­deed that you should be des­tined for this wand when its brother why, its brother gave you that scar.”
That could not pos­si­bly be co­in­ci­dence. There had been thou­sands of wands in that shop. Well, okay, ac­tu­ally it could be co­in­ci­dence, there were six bil­lion peo­ple in the world and thou­sand-to-one co­in­ci­dences hap­pened ev­ery day. But Bayes’s The­o­rem said that any rea­son­able hy­poth­e­sis which made it more likely than a thou­sand-to-one that he’d end up with the brother to the Dark Lord’s wand, was go­ing to have an ad­van­tage.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall had sim­ply said how pe­cu­liar and left it at that, which had put Harry into a state of shock at the sheer, over­whelm­ing un­cu­rios­ity of wiz­ards and witches. In no imag­in­able world would Harry have just went “Hm” and walked out of the shop with­out even try­ing to come up with a hy­poth­e­sis for what was go­ing on.
His left hand rose and touched his scar.
What… ex­actly…
“You’re a full wiz­ard now,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “Con­grat­u­la­tions.”
Harry nod­ded.
“And what do you think of the wiz­ard­ing world?” said she.
“It’s strange,” Harry said. “I ought to be think­ing about ev­ery­thing I’ve seen of magic… ev­ery­thing that I now know is pos­si­ble, and ev­ery­thing I now know to be a lie, and all the work left be­fore me to un­der­stand it. And yet I find my­self dis­tracted by rel­a­tive triv­i­al­i­ties like,” Harry low­ered his voice, “the whole Boy-Who-Lived thing.” There didn’t seem to be any­one nearby, but no point tempt­ing fate.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall ahemmed. “Re­ally? You don’t say.”
Harry nod­ded. “Yes. It’s just… odd. To find out that you were part of this grand story, the quest to de­feat the great and ter­ri­ble Dark Lord, and it’s al­ready done. Fin­ished. Com­pletely over with. Like you’re Frodo Bag­gins and you find out that your par­ents took you to Mount Doom and had you toss in the Ring when you were one year old and you don’t even re­mem­ber it.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s smile had grown some­what fixed.
“You know, if I were any­one else, any­one else at all, I’d prob­a­bly be pretty wor­ried about liv­ing up to that start. Gosh, Harry, what have you done since you de­feated the Dark Lord? Your own book­shop? That’s great! Say, did you know I named my child af­ter you? But I have hopes that this will not prove to be a prob­lem.” Harry sighed. “Still… it’s al­most enough to make me wish that there were some loose ends from the quest, just so I could say that I re­ally, you know, par­tic­i­pated some­how.”
“Oh?” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall in an odd tone. “What did you have in mind?”
“Well, for ex­am­ple, you men­tioned that my par­ents were be­trayed. Who be­trayed them?”
“Sir­ius Black,” the witch said, al­most hiss­ing the name. “He’s in Azk­a­ban. Wiz­ard­ing prison.”
“How prob­a­ble is it that Sir­ius Black will break out of prison and I’ll have to track him down and de­feat him in some sort of spec­tac­u­lar duel, or bet­ter yet put a large bounty on his head and hide out in Aus­tralia while I wait for the re­sults?”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall blinked. Twice. “Not likely. No one has ever es­caped from Azk­a­ban, and I doubt that he will be the first.”
Harry was a bit scep­ti­cal of that “no one has ever es­caped from Azk­a­ban” line. Still, maybe with magic you could ac­tu­ally get close to a 100% per­fect prison, es­pe­cially if you had a wand and they did not. The best way to get out would be to not go there in the first place.
“All right then,” Harry said. “Sounds like it’s been nicely wrapped up.” He sighed, scrub­bing his palm over his head. “Or maybe the Dark Lord didn’t re­ally die that night. Not com­pletely. His spirit lingers, whis­per­ing to peo­ple in night­mares that bleed over into the wak­ing world, search­ing for a way back into the liv­ing lands he swore to de­stroy, and now, in ac­cor­dance with the an­cient prophecy, he and I are locked in a deadly duel where the win­ner shall lose and the loser shall win -”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s head swiv­elled, and her eyes darted around, as though to search the street for lis­ten­ers.
“I’m jok­ing, Pro­fes­sor,” Harry said with some an­noy­ance. Sheesh, why did she al­ways take ev­ery­thing so se­ri­ously -
A slow sink­ing sen­sa­tion be­gan to dawn in the pit of Harry’s stom­ach.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall looked at Harry with a calm ex­pres­sion. A very, very calm ex­pres­sion. Then a smile was put on. “Of course you are, Mr. Pot­ter.”
Aw crap.
If Harry had needed to for­malise the word­less in­fer­ence that had just flashed into his mind, it would have come out some­thing like, ‘If I es­ti­mate the prob­a­bil­ity of Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall do­ing what I just saw as the re­sult of care­fully con­trol­ling her­self, ver­sus the prob­a­bil­ity dis­tri­bu­tion for all the things she would do nat­u­rally if I made a bad joke, then this be­hav­ior is sig­nif­i­cant ev­i­dence for her hid­ing some­thing.’
But what Harry ac­tu­ally thought was, Aw crap.
Harry turned his own head to scan the street. Nope, no one nearby. “He’s not dead, is he,” Harry sighed.
“Mr. Pot­ter -”
“The Dark Lord is alive. Of course he’s alive. It was an act of ut­ter op­ti­mism for me to have even dreamed oth­er­wise. I must have taken leave of my senses, I can’t imag­ine what I was think­ing. Just be­cause some­one said that his body was found burned to a crisp, I can’t imag­ine why I would have thought he was dead. Clearly I have much left to learn about the art of proper pes­simism.”
“Mr. Pot­ter -”
“At least tell me there’s not re­ally a prophecy…” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was still giv­ing him that bright, fixed smile. “Oh, you have got to be kid­ding me.”
“Mr. Pot­ter, you shouldn’t go in­vent­ing things to worry about -”
“Are you ac­tu­ally go­ing to tell me that? Imag­ine my re­ac­tion later, when I find out that there was some­thing to worry about af­ter all.”
Her fixed smile fal­tered.
Harry’s shoul­ders slumped. “I have a whole world of magic to an­a­lyse. I do not have time for this.”
Then both of them shut up, as a man in flow­ing or­ange robes ap­peared on the street and slowly passed them by; Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s eyes tracked him, un­ob­tru­sively. Harry’s mouth was mov­ing as he chewed hard on his lip, and some­one watch­ing closely would have no­ticed a tiny spot of blood ap­pear.
When the or­ange-robed man had passed into the dis­tance, Harry spoke again, in a low mur­mur. “Are you go­ing to tell me the truth now, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall? And don’t bother try­ing to wave it off, I’m not stupid.”
“You’re eleven years old, Mr. Pot­ter!” she said in a harsh whis­per.
“And there­fore sub­hu­man. Sorry… for a mo­ment there, I for­got.”
“These are dread­ful and im­por­tant mat­ters! They are se­cret, Mr. Pot­ter! It is a catas­tro­phe that you, still a child, know even this much! You must not tell any­one, do you un­der­stand? Ab­so­lutely no one!”
As some­times hap­pened when Harry got suf­fi­ciently an­gry, his blood went cold, in­stead of hot, and a ter­ri­ble dark clar­ity de­scended over his mind, map­ping out pos­si­ble tac­tics and as­sess­ing their con­se­quences with iron re­al­ism.
Point out that you have a right to know: Fail­ure. Eleven-year-old chil­dren do not have rights to know any­thing, in McG­o­na­gall’s eyes.
Say that you will not be friends any more: Fail­ure. She does not value your friend­ship suf­fi­ciently.
Point out that you will be in dan­ger if you do not know: Fail­ure. Plans have al­ready been made based on your ig­no­rance. The cer­tain in­con­ve­nience of re­think­ing will seem far more un­palat­able than the mere un­cer­tain prospect of your com­ing to harm.
Jus­tice and rea­son will both fail. You must ei­ther find some­thing you have that she wants, or find some­thing you can do which she fears…
Ah.
“Well then, Pro­fes­sor,” Harry said in a low, icy tone, “it sounds like I have some­thing you want. You can, if you like, tell me the truth, the whole truth, and in re­turn I will keep your se­crets. Or you can try to keep me ig­no­rant so you can use me as a pawn, in which case I will owe you noth­ing.”
McG­o­na­gall stopped short in the street. Her eyes blazed and her voice de­scended into an out­right hiss. “How dare you!”
“How dare you!” he whis­pered back at her.
“You would black­mail me?”
Harry’s lips twisted. “I am of­fer­ing you a fa­vor. I am giv­ing you a chance to pro­tect your pre­cious se­cret. If you refuse I will have ev­ery nat­u­ral mo­tive to make in­quiries else­where, not to spite you, but be­cause I have to know! Get past your point­less anger at a child who you think ought to obey you, and you’ll re­alise that any sane adult would do the same! Look at it from my per­spec­tive! How would you feel if it was YOU?”
Harry watched McG­o­na­gall, ob­served her harsh breath­ing. It oc­curred to him that it was time to ease off the pres­sure, let her sim­mer for a while. “You don’t have to de­cide right away,” Harry said in a more nor­mal tone. “I’ll un­der­stand if you want time to think about my of­fer… but I’ll warn you of one thing,” Harry said, his voice go­ing colder. “Don’t try that Oblivi­a­tion spell on me. Some time ago I worked out a sig­nal, and I have al­ready sent that sig­nal to my­self. If I find that sig­nal and I don’t re­mem­ber send­ing it…” Harry let his voice trail off sig­nif­i­cantly.
McG­o­na­gall’s face was work­ing as her ex­pres­sions shifted. “I… wasn’t think­ing of Oblivi­at­ing you, Mr. Pot­ter… but why would you have in­vented such a sig­nal if you didn’t know about -”
“I thought of it while read­ing a Mug­gle sci­ence-fic­tion book, and said to my­self, well, just in case… And no, I won’t tell you the sig­nal, I’m not dumb.”
“I hadn’t planned to ask,” McG­o­na­gall said. She seemed to fold in on her­self, and sud­denly looked very old, and very tired. “This has been an ex­haust­ing day, Mr. Pot­ter. Can we get your trunk, and send you home? I will trust you not to speak upon this mat­ter un­til I have had time to think. Keep in mind that there are only two other peo­ple in the whole world who know about this mat­ter, and they are Head­mas­ter Al­bus Dum­b­le­dore and Pro­fes­sor Severus Snape.”
So. New in­for­ma­tion; that was a peace of­fer­ing. Harry nod­ded in ac­cep­tance, and turned his head to look for­ward, and started walk­ing again, as his blood slowly be­gan to warm over once more.
“So now I’ve got to find some way to kill an im­mor­tal Dark Wiz­ard,” Harry said, and sighed in frus­tra­tion. “I re­ally wish you had told me that be­fore I started shop­ping.”

The trunk shop was more richly ap­pointed than any other shop Harry had vis­ited; the cur­tains were lush and del­i­cately pat­terned, the floor and walls of stained and pol­ished wood, and the trunks oc­cu­pied places of honor on pol­ished ivory plat­forms. The sales­man was dressed in robes of fin­ery only a cut be­low those of Lu­cius Mal­foy, and spoke with ex­quis­ite, oily po­lite­ness to both Harry and Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.
Harry had asked his ques­tions, and had grav­i­tated to a trunk of heavy-look­ing wood, not pol­ished but warm and solid, carved with the pat­tern of a guardian dragon whose eyes shifted to look at any­one near­ing it. A trunk charmed to be light, to shrink on com­mand, to sprout small clawed ten­ta­cles from its bot­tom and squirm af­ter its owner. A trunk with two draw­ers on each of four sides that each slid out to re­veal com­part­ments as deep as the whole trunk. A lid with four locks each of which would re­veal a dif­fer­ent space in­side. And - this was the im­por­tant part - a han­dle on the bot­tom which slid out a frame con­tain­ing a stair­case lead­ing down into a small, lighted room that would hold, Harry es­ti­mated, around twelve book­cases.
If they made lug­gages like this, Harry didn’t know why any­one both­ered own­ing a house.
One hun­dred and eight golden Galleons. That was the price of a good trunk, lightly used. At around fifty British pounds to the Galleon, that was enough to buy a sec­ond-hand car. It would be more ex­pen­sive than ev­ery­thing else Harry had ever bought in his whole life all put to­gether.
Ninety-seven Galleons. That was how much was left in the bag of gold Harry had been al­lowed to take out of Gringotts.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall wore a look of cha­grin upon her face. Af­ter a long day’s shop­ping she hadn’t needed to ask Harry how much gold was left in the bag, af­ter the sales­man quoted his price, which meant the Pro­fes­sor could do good men­tal arith­metic with­out pen and pa­per. Once again, Harry re­minded him­self that sci­en­tif­i­cally il­lit­er­ate was not at all the same thing as stupid.
“I’m sorry, young man,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “This is en­tirely my fault. I would of­fer to take you back to Gringotts, but the bank will be closed for all but emer­gency ser­vices now.”
Harry looked at her, won­der­ing…
“Well,” sighed Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, as she swung on one heel, “we may as well go, I sup­pose.”
…she hadn’t lost it com­pletely when a child had dared defy her. She hadn’t been happy, but she had thought in­stead of ex­plod­ing in fury. It might have just been that there was an im­mor­tal Dark Lord to fight - that she had needed Harry’s good­will. But most adults wouldn’t have been ca­pa­ble of think­ing even that much; wouldn’t con­sider fu­ture con­se­quences at all, if some­one lower in sta­tus had re­fused to obey them…

“Pro­fes­sor?” Harry said.
The witch turned back and looked at him.
Harry took a deep breath. He needed to be a lit­tle an­gry for what he wanted to try now, there was no way he’d have the courage to do it oth­er­wise. She didn’t lis­ten to me, he thought to him­self, I would have taken more gold but she didn’t want to lis­ten… Fo­cus­ing his en­tire world on McG­o­na­gall and the need to bend this con­ver­sa­tion to his will, he spoke.
“Pro­fes­sor, you thought one hun­dred Galleons would be more than enough for a trunk. That’s why you didn’t bother warn­ing me be­fore it went down to ninety-seven. Which is just the sort of thing the re­search stud­ies show - that’s what hap­pens when peo­ple think they’re leav­ing them­selves a lit­tle er­ror mar­gin. They’re not pes­simistic enough. If it’d been up to me, I’d have taken two hun­dred Galleons just to be sure. There was plenty of money in that vault, and I could have put back any ex­tra later. But I thought you wouldn’t let me do it. I thought you’d be an­gry at me just for ask­ing. Was I wrong?”
“I sup­pose I must con­fess that you are right,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “But, young man -”
“That sort of thing is the rea­son why I have trou­ble trust­ing adults.” Some­how Harry kept his voice steady. “Be­cause they get an­gry if you even try to rea­son with them. To them it’s de­fi­ance and in­so­lence and a chal­lenge to their higher tribal sta­tus. If you try to talk to them they get an­gry. So if I had any­thing re­ally im­por­tant to do, I wouldn’t be able to trust you. Even if you lis­tened with deep con­cern to what­ever I said - be­cause that’s also part of the role of some­one play­ing a con­cerned adult - you’d never change your ac­tions, you wouldn’t ac­tu­ally be­have dif­fer­ently, be­cause of any­thing I said.”
The sales­man was watch­ing them both with un­abashed fas­ci­na­tion.
“I can un­der­stand your point of view,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said even­tu­ally. “If I some­times seem too strict, please re­mem­ber that I have served as Head of Gryffindor House for what feels like sev­eral thou­sand years.”
Harry nod­ded and con­tin­ued. “So - sup­pose I had a way to get more Galleons from my vault with­out us go­ing back to Gringotts, but it in­volved me vi­o­lat­ing the role of an obe­di­ent child. Would I be able to trust you with that, even though you’d have to step out­side your own role as Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall to take ad­van­tage of it?”
“What?” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.
“To put it an­other way, if I could make to­day have hap­pened dif­fer­ently, so that we didn’t take too lit­tle money with us, would that be all right even though it would in­volve a child be­ing in­so­lent to an adult in ret­ro­spect?”
“I… sup­pose…” the witch said, look­ing quite puz­zled.
Harry took out the moke­skin pouch, and said, “Eleven Galleons orig­i­nally from my fam­ily vault.”
And there was gold in Harry’s hand.
For a mo­ment Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s mouth gaped wide, then her jaw snapped shut and her eyes nar­rowed and the witch bit out, “Where did you get that -”
“From my fam­ily vault, like I said.”
“How?”
“Magic.”
“That’s hardly an an­swer!” snapped Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, and then stopped, blink­ing.
“No, it isn’t, is it? I ought to claim that it’s be­cause I ex­per­i­men­tally dis­cov­ered the true se­crets of how the pouch works and that it can ac­tu­ally re­trieve ob­jects from any­where, not just its own in­side, if you phrase the re­quest cor­rectly. But ac­tu­ally it’s from when I fell into that pile of gold be­fore and I shoved some Galleons into my pocket. Any­one who un­der­stands pes­simism knows that money is some­thing you might need quickly and with­out much warn­ing. So now are you an­gry at me for de­fy­ing your au­thor­ity? Or glad that we suc­ceeded in our im­por­tant mis­sion?”
The sales­man’s eyes were wide like saucers.
And the tall witch stood there, silent.
“Dis­ci­pline at Hog­warts must be en­forced,” she said af­ter al­most a full minute. “For the sake of all the stu­dents. And that must in­clude cour­tesy and obe­di­ence from you to all pro­fes­sors.”
“I un­der­stand, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.”
“Good. Now let us buy that trunk and go home.”
Harry felt like throw­ing up, or cheer­ing, or faint­ing, or some­thing. That was the first time his care­ful rea­son­ing had ever worked on any­one. Maybe be­cause it was also the first time he had some­thing re­ally se­ri­ous that an adult needed from him, but still -
Min­erva McG­o­na­gall, +1 point.
Harry bowed, and gave the bag of gold and the ex­tra eleven Galleons into McG­o­na­gall’s hands. “Thank you very much, Pro­fes­sor. Can you fin­ish up the pur­chase for me? I’ve got to visit the lava­tory.”
The sales­man, unc­tu­ous once more, pointed to­ward a door set into the wall with a gold-han­dled knob. As Harry started to walk away, he heard the sales­man ask in his oily voice, “May I in­quire as to who that was, Madam McG­o­na­gall? I take it he is Slytherin - third-year, per­haps? - and from a prom­i­nent fam­ily, but I did not recog­nise -”
The slam of the lava­tory door cut off his words, and af­ter Harry had iden­ti­fied the lock and pressed it into place, he grabbed the mag­i­cal self-clean­ing towel and, with shaky hands, wiped mois­ture off his fore­head. Harry’s en­tire body was sheathed in sweat which had soaked clear through his Mug­gle cloth­ing, though at least it didn’t show through the robes.

The sun was set­ting and it was very late in­deed, by the time they stood again in the court­yard of the Leaky Caul­dron, the silent leaf-dusted in­ter­face be­tween mag­i­cal Britain’s Di­agon Al­ley and the en­tire Mug­gle world. (That was one aw­fully de­cou­pled econ­omy…) Harry was to go to a phone box and call his fa­ther, once he was on the other side. He didn’t need to worry about his lug­gage be­ing stolen, ap­par­ently. His trunk had the sta­tus of a ma­jor mag­i­cal item, some­thing that most Mug­gles wouldn’t no­tice; that was part of what you could get in the wiz­ard­ing world, if you were will­ing to pay the price of a sec­ond­hand car.
“So here we part ways, for a time,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said. She shook her head in won­der­ment. “This has been the strangest day of my life for… many a year. Since the day I learned that a child had de­feated You-Know-Who. I won­der now, look­ing back, if that was the last rea­son­able day of the world.”
Oh, like she had any­thing to com­plain about. You think your day was sur­real? Try mine.
“I was very im­pressed with you to­day,” Harry said to her. “I should have re­mem­bered to com­pli­ment you out loud, I was award­ing you points in my head and ev­ery­thing.”
“Thank you, Mr. Pot­ter,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “If you had al­ready been sorted into a House I would have de­ducted so many points that your grand­chil­dren would still be los­ing the House Cup.”
“Thank you, Pro­fes­sor.” It was prob­a­bly too early to call her Min­nie.
This woman might well be the san­est adult Harry had ever met, de­spite her lack of sci­en­tific back­ground. Harry was even con­sid­er­ing of­fer­ing her the num­ber-two po­si­tion in what­ever group he formed to fight the Dark Lord, though he wasn’t silly enough to say that out loud. Now what would be a good name for that…? The Death Eater Eaters?
“I’ll see you again soon, when school starts,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said. “And, Mr. Pot­ter, about your wand -”
“I know what you’re go­ing to ask,” Harry said. He took out his pre­cious wand and, with a deep twinge of in­ner pain, flipped it over in his hand, pre­sent­ing her with the han­dle. “Take it. I hadn’t planned to do any­thing, not a sin­gle thing, but I don’t want you to have night­mares about me blow­ing up my house.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall shook her head rapidly. “Oh no, Mr. Pot­ter! That isn’t done. I only meant to warn you not to use your wand at home, since the Min­istry can de­tect un­der­age magic and it is pro­hib­ited with­out su­per­vi­sion.”
“Ah,” Harry said. “That sounds like a very sen­si­ble rule. I’m glad to see the wiz­ard­ing world takes that sort of thing se­ri­ously.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall peered hard at him. “You re­ally mean that.”
“Yes,” Harry said. “I get it. Magic is dan­ger­ous and the rules are there for good rea­sons. Cer­tain other mat­ters are also dan­ger­ous. I get that too. Re­mem­ber that I am not stupid.”
“I am un­likely ever to for­get it. Thank you, Harry, that does make me feel bet­ter about en­trust­ing you with cer­tain things. Good­bye for now.”
Harry turned to go, into the Leaky Caul­dron and out to­wards the Mug­gle world.
As his hand touched the back door’s han­dle, he heard a last whis­per from be­hind him.
“Hermione Granger.”
“What?” Harry said, his hand still on the door.
“Look for a first-year girl named Hermione Granger on the train to Hog­warts.”
“Who is she?”
There was no an­swer, and when Harry turned around, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was gone.

Af­ter­math:
Head­mas­ter Al­bus Dum­b­le­dore leaned for­ward over his desk. His twin­kling eyes peered out at Min­erva. “So, my dear, how did you find Harry?”
Min­erva opened her mouth. Then she closed her mouth. Then she opened her mouth again. No words came out.
“I see,” Al­bus said gravely. “Thank you for your re­port, Min­erva. You may go.”









Chap­ter 7. Re­cip­ro­ca­tion

Petu­nia Evans-Ver­res’s lips were trem­bling and her eyes were tear­ing up as Harry hugged her mid­sec­tion on Plat­form Nine of the King’s Cross Sta­tion. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you, Harry?”
Harry glanced over to his fa­ther Michael Ver­res-Evans, who was look­ing stereo­typ­i­cally stern-but-proud, and then back to his mother, who re­ally did look rather… un­com­posed. “Mum, I know you don’t like the wiz­ard­ing world very much. You don’t have to come with. I mean it.”
Petu­nia winced. “Harry, you shouldn’t worry about me, I’m your mother and if you need some­one with you -”
“Mum, I’m go­ing to be on my own at Hog­warts for months and months. If I can’t man­age a train plat­form alone, bet­ter to find out sooner rather than later so we can abort.” He low­ered his voice to a whis­per. “Be­sides, Mum, they all love me over there. If I have any prob­lems, all I need to do is take off my sweat­band,” Harry tapped the ex­er­cise band cov­er­ing his scar, “and I’ll have way more help than I can han­dle.”
“Oh, Harry,” Petu­nia whis­pered. She knelt down and hugged him hard, face to face, their cheeks rest­ing against each other. Harry could feel her ragged breath­ing, and then he heard a muf­fled sob es­cape. “Oh, Harry, I do love you, al­ways re­mem­ber that.”
It’s like she’s afraid she’ll never see me again, the thought popped into Harry’s head. He knew the thought was true but he didn’t know why Mum was so afraid.
So he made a guess. “Mum, you know that I’m not go­ing to turn into your sis­ter just be­cause I’m learn­ing magic, right? I’ll do any magic you ask for - if I can, I mean - or if you want me not to use any magic around the house, I’ll do that too, I prom­ise I’ll never let magic come be­tween us -”
A tight hug cut off his words. “You have a good heart,” his mother whis­pered into his ear. “A very good heart, my son.”
Harry choked up him­self a lit­tle, then.
His mother re­leased him, and stood up. She took a hand­ker­chief out of her hand­bag, and with a trem­bling hand dabbed at the run­ning makeup around her eyes.
There were no ques­tions about his fa­ther ac­com­pa­ny­ing him to the mag­i­cal side of King’s Cross Sta­tion. Dad had trou­ble just look­ing at Harry’s trunk di­rectly. Magic ran in fam­i­lies, and Michael Ver­res-Evans couldn’t even walk.
So in­stead his fa­ther just cleared his throat. “Good luck at school, Harry,” he said. “Do you think I bought you enough books?”
Harry had ex­plained to his fa­ther about how he thought this might be his big chance to do some­thing re­ally rev­o­lu­tion­ary and im­por­tant, and Pro­fes­sor Ver­res-Evans had nod­ded and dumped his ex­tremely busy sched­ule for two solid days in or­der to go on the Great­est Sec­ond­hand Book­shop Raid Ever, which had cov­ered four cities and pro­duced thirty boxes of sci­ence books now sit­ting in the cav­ern level of Harry’s trunk. Most of the books had gone for a pound or two, but some of them def­i­nitely hadn’t, like the very lat­est Hand­book of Chem­istry and Physics or the com­plete 1972 set of the En­cy­clopae­dia Bri­tan­nica. His fa­ther had tried to block Harry off from see­ing the till dis­plays but Harry fig­ured his fa­ther must have spent at least a thou­sand pounds. Harry had said to his fa­ther that he would pay him back as soon as he fig­ured out how to con­vert wiz­ard­ing gold into Mug­gle money, and his fa­ther had told him to go jump in a lake.
And then his fa­ther had asked him: Do you think I bought you enough books? It was quite clear what an­swer Dad wanted to hear.
Harry’s throat was hoarse, for some rea­son. “You can never have enough books,” he re­cited the Ver­res fam­ily motto, and his fa­ther knelt down and gave him a quick, firm em­brace. “But you cer­tainly tried,” Harry said, and felt him­self chok­ing up again. “It was a re­ally, re­ally, re­ally good try.”
His Dad straight­ened. “So…” he said. “Do you see a Plat­form Nine and Three-Quar­ters?”
King’s Cross Sta­tion was huge and busy, with walls and floors paved with or­di­nary dirt-stained tiles. It was full of or­di­nary peo­ple hur­ry­ing about their or­di­nary busi­ness, hav­ing or­di­nary con­ver­sa­tions which gen­er­ated lots and lots of or­di­nary noise. King’s Cross Sta­tion had a Plat­form Nine (which they were stand­ing on) and a Plat­form Ten (right nearby) but there was noth­ing be­tween Plat­form Nine and Plat­form Ten ex­cept a thin, un­promis­ing bar­rier wall. A great sky­light over­head let in plenty of light to il­lu­mi­nate the to­tal lack what­so­ever of any Plat­form Nine and Three-Quar­ters.
Harry stared around un­til his eyes wa­tered, think­ing, come on, mage-sight, come on, mage-sight, but ab­so­lutely noth­ing ap­peared to him. He thought about tak­ing out his wand and wav­ing it, but Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall had warned him against us­ing his wand. Plus if there was an­other shower of mul­ti­coloured sparks that might lead to be­ing ar­rested for set­ting off fire­works in­side a train sta­tion. And that was as­sum­ing his wand didn’t de­cide to do some­thing else, like blow­ing up all of King’s Cross. Harry had only lightly skimmed his school­books (though that skim was quite bizarre enough) in a very quick ef­fort to de­ter­mine what sort of sci­ence books to buy over the next 48 hours.
Well, he had - Harry glanced at his watch - one whole hour to fig­ure it out, since he was sup­posed to be on the train at eleven. Maybe this was the equiv­a­lent of an IQ test and the stupid kids couldn’t be­come wiz­ards. (And the amount of ex­tra time you gave your­self would de­ter­mine your Con­sci­en­tious­ness, which was the sec­ond most im­por­tant fac­tor in schol­arly suc­cess.)
“I’ll fig­ure it out,” Harry said to his wait­ing par­ents. “It’s prob­a­bly some sort of test thingy.”
His fa­ther frowned. “Hm… maybe look for a trail of mixed foot­prints on the ground, lead­ing some­where that doesn’t seem to make sense -”
“Dad!” Harry said. “Stop that! I haven’t even tried to fig­ure it out on my own!” It was a very good sug­ges­tion, too, which was worse.
“Sorry,” his fa­ther apol­o­gised.
“Ah…” Harry’s mother said. “I don’t think they would do that to a stu­dent, do you? Are you sure Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall didn’t tell you any­thing?”
“Maybe she was dis­tracted,” Harry said with­out think­ing.
“Harry!” hissed his fa­ther and mother in uni­son. ”What did you do?”
“I, um -” Harry swal­lowed. “Look, we don’t have time for this now -”
“Harry!”
“I mean it! We don’t have time for this now! Be­cause it’s a re­ally long story and I’ve got to fig­ure out how to get to school!”
His mother had a hand over her face. “How bad was it?”
“I, ah,” I can’t talk about that for rea­sons of Na­tional Se­cu­rity, “about half as bad as the In­ci­dent with the Sci­ence Project?”
“Harry!”
“I, er, oh look there are some peo­ple with an owl I’ll go ask them how to get in!” and Harry ran away from his par­ents to­wards the fam­ily of fiery red­heads, his trunk au­to­mat­i­cally slith­er­ing be­hind him.
The plump woman looked to him as he ar­rived. “Hello, dear. First time at Hog­warts? Ron’s new, too -” and then she peered closely at him. “Harry Pot­ter?”
Four boys and a red-headed girl and an owl all swung around and then froze in place.
“Oh, come on!” Harry protested. He’d been plan­ning to go as Harry Ver­res at least un­til he got to Hog­warts. “I bought a sweat­band and ev­ery­thing! How come you know who I am?”
“Yes,” Harry’s fa­ther said, com­ing up be­hind him with long easy strides, “how do you know who he is?” His voice in­di­cated a cer­tain dread.
“Your pic­ture was in the news­pa­pers,” said one of two iden­ti­cal-look­ing twins.
“HARRY!”
“Dad! It’s not like that! It’s ‘cause I de­feated the Dark Lord You-Know-Who when I was one year old!”
“WHAT?”
“Mum can ex­plain.”
“WHAT?”
“Ah… Michael dear, there are cer­tain things I thought it would be best not to bother you with un­til now -”
“Ex­cuse me,” Harry said to the red­headed fam­ily who were all star­ing at him, “but it would be quite ex­tremely help­ful if you could tell me how to get to Plat­form Nine and Three Quar­ters right now.”
“Ah…” said the woman. She raised a hand and pointed at the wall be­tween plat­forms. “Just walk straight at the bar­rier be­tween plat­forms nine and ten. Don’t stop and don’t be scared you’ll crash into it, that’s very im­por­tant. Best do it at a bit of a run if you’re ner­vous.”
“And what­ever you do, don’t think of an ele­phant.”
“George! Ig­nore him, Harry dear, there’s no rea­son not to think of an ele­phant.”
“I’m Fred, Mum, not George -”
“Thanks!” Harry said and took off at a run to­wards the bar­rier -
Wait a minute, it wouldn’t work un­less he be­lieved in it?
It was at times like this that Harry hated his mind for ac­tu­ally work­ing fast enough to re­alise that this was a case where “res­o­nant doubt” ap­plied, that is, if he’d started out think­ing that he would go through the bar­rier he’d have been fine, only now he was wor­ried about whether he suf­fi­ciently be­lieved he’d go through the bar­rier, which meant that he ac­tu­ally was wor­ried about crash­ing into it -
“Harry! Get back here, you have some ex­plain­ing to do!” That was his Dad.
Harry shut his eyes and ig­nored ev­ery­thing he knew about jus­ti­fied cred­i­bil­ity and just tried to be­lieve re­ally hard that he’d go through the bar­rier and -
- the sounds around him changed.
Harry opened his eyes and stum­bled to a halt, feel­ing vaguely dirt­ied by hav­ing made a de­lib­er­ate ef­fort to be­lieve some­thing.
He was stand­ing in a bright, open-air plat­form next to a sin­gle huge train, four­teen long car­riages headed up by a mas­sive scar­let-metal steam en­gine with a tall chim­ney that promised death to air qual­ity. The plat­form was al­ready lightly crowded (even though Harry was a full hour early); dozens of chil­dren and their par­ents swarmed around benches, ta­bles, and var­i­ous hawk­ers and stalls.
It went en­tirely with­out say­ing that there was no such place in King’s Cross Sta­tion and no room to hide it.
Okay, so ei­ther (a) I just tele­ported some­where else en­tirely (b) they can fold space like no one’s busi­ness or (c) they are sim­ply ig­nor­ing all the rules.
There was a slith­er­ing sound be­hind him, and Harry turned around to ob­serve that his trunk had in­deed fol­lowed him on its small clawed ten­ta­cles. Ap­par­ently, for mag­i­cal pur­poses, his lug­gage had also man­aged to be­lieve with suf­fi­cient strength to pass through the bar­rier. That was ac­tu­ally a lit­tle dis­turb­ing when Harry started think­ing about it.
A mo­ment later, the youngest-look­ing red-haired boy came through the iron arch­way (iron arch­way?) at a run, pulling his trunk be­hind him on a lead and nearly crash­ing into Harry. Harry, feel­ing stupid for hav­ing stayed around, quickly be­gan mov­ing away from the land­ing area, and the red-haired boy fol­lowed him, yank­ing hard on his trunk’s lead in or­der to keep up. A mo­ment later, a white owl flut­tered through the arch­way and came to rest on the boy’s shoul­der.
“Cor,” said the red-haired boy, “are you re­ally Harry Pot­ter?”
Not this again. “I have no log­i­cal way of know­ing that for cer­tain. My par­ents raised me to be­lieve that my name was Harry James Pot­ter-Evans-Ver­res, and many peo­ple here have told me that I look like my par­ents, I mean my other par­ents, but,” Harry frowned, re­al­is­ing, “for all I know, there could eas­ily be spells to poly­morph a child into a spec­i­fied ap­pear­ance -”
“Er, what, mate?”
Not headed for Raven­claw, I take it. “Yes, I’m Harry Pot­ter.”
“I’m Ron Weasley,” said the tall skinny freck­led long-nosed kid, and stuck out a hand, which Harry po­litely shook as they walked. The owl gave Harry an oddly mea­sured and cour­te­ous hoot (ac­tu­ally more of an ee­hh­hhh sound, which sur­prised Harry).
At this point Harry re­alised the po­ten­tial for im­mi­nent catas­tro­phe. “Just a sec­ond,” he said to Ron, and opened one of the draw­ers of his trunk, the one that if he re­called cor­rectly was for Win­ter Clothes - it was - and then he found the light­est scarf he owned, un­der­neath his win­ter coat. Harry took off his sweat­band, and just as quickly un­folded the scarf and tied it around his face. It was a lit­tle hot, es­pe­cially in the sum­mer, but Harry could live with that.
Then he shut that drawer and pulled out an­other drawer and drew forth black wiz­ard­ing robes, which he shrugged over his head, now that he was out of Mug­gle ter­ri­tory.
“There,” Harry said. The sound came out slightly muf­fled through the scarf over his face. He turned to Ron. “How do I look? Stupid, I know, but am I iden­ti­fi­able as Harry Pot­ter?”
“Er,” Ron said. He closed his mouth, which had been open. “Not re­ally, Harry.”
“Very good,” Harry said. “How­ever, so as not to ob­vi­ate the point of the whole ex­er­cise, you will hence­forth ad­dress me as,” Ver­res might not work any­more, “Mr. Spoo.”
“Okay, Harry,” Ron said un­cer­tainly.
The Force is not par­tic­u­larly strong in this one. “Call… me… Mis­ter… Spoo.”
“Okay, Mis­ter Spoo -” Ron stopped. “I can’t do that, it makes me feel stupid.”
That’s not just a feel­ing. “Okay. You pick a name.”
“Mr. Can­non,” Ron said at once. “For the Chud­ley Can­nons.”
“Ah…” Harry knew he was go­ing to ter­ri­bly re­gret ask­ing this. “Who or what are the Chud­ley Can­nons?”
“Who’re the Chud­ley Can­nons? Only the most bril­liant team in the whole his­tory of Quid­ditch! Sure, they fin­ished at the bot­tom of the league last year, but -”
“What’s Quid­ditch?”
Ask­ing this was also a mis­take.
“So let me get this straight,” Harry said as it seemed that Ron’s ex­pla­na­tion (with as­so­ci­ated hand ges­tures) was wind­ing down. “Catch­ing the Snitch is worth one hun­dred and fifty points?”
“Yeah -”
“How many ten-point goals does one side usu­ally score not count­ing the Snitch?”
“Um, maybe fif­teen or twenty in pro­fes­sional games -”
“That’s just wrong. That vi­o­lates ev­ery pos­si­ble rule of game de­sign. Look, the rest of this game sounds like it might make sense, sort of, for a sport I mean, but you’re ba­si­cally say­ing that catch­ing the Snitch over­whelms al­most any or­di­nary point spread. The two Seek­ers are up there fly­ing around look­ing for the Snitch and usu­ally not in­ter­act­ing with any­one else, spot­ting the Snitch first is go­ing to be mostly luck -”
“It’s not luck!” protested Ron. “You’ve got to keep your eyes mov­ing in the right pat­tern -”
“That’s not in­ter­ac­tive, there’s no back-and-forth with the other player and how much fun is it to watch some­one in­cred­i­bly good at mov­ing their eyes? And then which­ever Seeker gets lucky swoops in and grabs the Snitch and makes ev­ery­one else’s work moot. It’s like some­one took a real game and grafted on this point­less ex­tra po­si­tion so that you could be the Most Im­por­tant Player with­out need­ing to re­ally get in­volved or learn the rest of it. Who was the first Seeker, the King’s id­iot son who wanted to play Quid­ditch but couldn’t un­der­stand the rules?” Ac­tu­ally, now that Harry thought about it, that seemed like a sur­pris­ingly good hy­poth­e­sis. Put him on a broom­stick and tell him to catch the shiny thing…
Ron’s face pulled into a scowl. “If you don’t like Quid­ditch, you don’t have to make fun of it!”
“If you can’t crit­i­cise, you can’t op­ti­mise. I’m sug­gest­ing how to im­prove the game. And it’s very sim­ple. Get rid of the Snitch.”
“They won’t change the game just ‘cause you say so!”
“I am the Boy-Who-Lived, you know. Peo­ple will lis­ten to me. And maybe if I can per­suade them to change the game at Hog­warts, the in­no­va­tion will spread.”
A look of ab­so­lute hor­ror was spread­ing over Ron’s face. “But, but if you get rid of the Snitch, how will any­one know when the game ends?”
“Buy… a… clock. It would be a lot fairer than hav­ing the game some­times end af­ter ten min­utes and some­times not end for hours, and the sched­ule would be a lot more pre­dictable for the spec­ta­tors, too.” Harry sighed. “Oh, stop giv­ing me that look of ab­so­lute hor­ror, I prob­a­bly won’t ac­tu­ally take the time to de­stroy this pa­thetic ex­cuse for a na­tional sport and re­make it stronger and smarter in my own im­age. I’ve got way, way, way more im­por­tant stuff to worry about.” Harry looked thought­ful. “Then again, it wouldn’t take much time to write up the Ninety-Five The­ses of the Snitch­less Ref­or­ma­tion and nail it to a church door -”
“Pot­ter,” drawled a young boy’s voice, “what is that on your face and what is stand­ing next to you?”
Ron’s look of hor­ror was re­placed by ut­ter ha­tred. “You!”
Harry turned his head; and in­deed it was Draco Mal­foy, who might have been forced to wear stan­dard school robes, but was mak­ing up for that with a trunk look­ing at least as mag­i­cal and far more el­e­gant than Harry’s own, dec­o­rated in sil­ver and emer­alds and bear­ing what Harry guessed to be the Mal­foy fam­ily crest, a beau­ti­ful fanged ser­pent over crossed ivory wands.
“Draco!” Harry said. “Er, or Mal­foy if you pre­fer, though that kind of sounds like Lu­cius to me. I’m glad to see you’re do­ing so well af­ter, um, our last meet­ing. This is Ron Weasley. And I’m try­ing to go incog­nito, so call me, eh,” Harry looked down at his robes, “Mis­ter Black.”
“Harry!” hissed Ron. “You can’t use that name!”
Harry blinked. “Why not?” It sounded nicely dark, like an in­ter­na­tional man of mys­tery -
“I’d say it’s a fine name,” said Draco, “but it be­longs to the No­ble and Most An­cient House of Black. I’ll call you Mr. Sil­ver.”
“You get away from… from Mr. Gold,” Ron said coldly, and took a for­ward step. “He doesn’t need to talk to the likes of you!”
Harry raised a pla­cat­ing hand. “I’ll go by Mr. Bronze, thanks for the nam­ing schema. And, Ron, um,” Harry strug­gled to find a way to say this, “I’m glad you’re so… en­thu­si­as­tic about pro­tect­ing me, but I don’t par­tic­u­larly mind talk­ing to Draco -”
This was ap­par­ently the last straw for Ron, who spun on Harry with eyes now aflame with out­rage. “What? Do you know who this is?”
“Yes, Ron,” Harry said, “you may re­mem­ber that I called him Draco with­out him need­ing to in­tro­duce him­self.”
Draco snig­gered. Then his eyes lit on the white owl on Ron’s shoul­der. “Oh, what’s this?” Draco said in a drawl rich with mal­ice. “Where’s the fa­mous Weasley fam­ily rat?”
“Buried in the back­yard,” Ron said coldly.
“Aw, how sad. Pot… ah, Mr. Bronze, I should men­tion that the Weasley fam­ily is widely agreed to have the best pet story ever. Want to tell it, Weasley?”
Ron’s face con­torted. “You wouldn’t think it was funny if it hap­pened to your fam­ily!”
“Oh,” Draco purred, “but it wouldn’t ever hap­pen to the Mal­foys.”
Ron’s hands clenched into fists -
“That’s enough,” Harry said, putting as much quiet au­thor­ity into the voice as he could man­age. It was clear that what­ever this was about, it was a painful mem­ory for the red-haired kid. “If Ron doesn’t want to talk about it, he doesn’t have to talk about it, and I’d ask that you not talk about it ei­ther.”
Draco turned a sur­prised look on Harry, and Ron nod­ded. “That’s right, Harry! I mean Mr. Bronze! You see what kind of per­son he is? Now tell him to go away!”
Harry counted to ten in­side his head, which for him was a very quick 12345678910 - an odd habit left over from the age of five when his mother had first in­structed him to do it, and Harry had rea­soned that his way was faster and ought to be just as ef­fec­tive. “I’m not telling him to go away,” Harry said calmly. “He’s wel­come to talk to me if he wants.”
“Well, I don’t in­tend to hang around with any­one who hangs around with Draco Mal­foy,” Ron an­nounced coldly.
Harry shrugged. “That’s up to you. I don’t in­tend to let any­one say who I can and can’t hang around with.” Silently chant­ing, please go away, please go away…
Ron’s face went blank with sur­prise, like he’d ac­tu­ally ex­pected that line to work. Then Ron spun about, yanked his lug­gage’s lead and stormed off down the plat­form.
“If you didn’t like him,” Draco said cu­ri­ously, “why didn’t you just walk away?”
“Um… his mother helped me fig­ure out how to get to this plat­form from the King’s Cross Sta­tion, so it was kind of hard to tell him to get lost. And it’s not that I hate this Ron guy,” Harry said, “I just, just…” Harry searched for words.
“Don’t see any rea­son for him to ex­ist?” of­fered Draco.
“Pretty much.”
“Any­way, Pot­ter… if you re­ally were raised by Mug­gles -” Draco paused here, as if wait­ing for a de­nial, but Harry didn’t say any­thing “- then you mightn’t know what it’s like to be fa­mous. Peo­ple want to take up all of our time. You have to learn to say no.”
Harry nod­ded, putting a thought­ful look on his face. “That sounds like good ad­vice.”
“If you try to be nice, you just end up spend­ing the most time with the pushi­est ones. De­cide who you want to spend time with and make ev­ery­one else leave. You’re just get­ting here, Pot­ter, so ev­ery­one’s go­ing to judge you by who they see you with, and you don’t want to be seen with the likes of Ron Weasley.”
Harry nod­ded again. “If you don’t mind my ask­ing, how did you recog­nise me?”
“Mis­ter Bronze,” Draco drawled, “I have met you, re­mem­ber. I saw some­one go­ing around with a scarf wrapped around his head, look­ing ab­so­lutely ridicu­lous. So I took a guess.”
Harry bowed his head, ac­cept­ing the com­pli­ment. “I’m ter­ri­bly sorry about that,” Harry said. “Our first meet­ing, I mean. I didn’t mean to em­bar­rass you in front of Lu­cius.”
Draco waved it off while giv­ing Harry an odd look. “I just wish Fa­ther could have come in while you were flat­ter­ing me -” Draco laughed. “But thank you for what you said to Fa­ther. If not for that, I might’ve had a harder time ex­plain­ing.”
Harry swept a deeper bow. “And thank you for re­cip­ro­cat­ing with what you said to Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.”
“You’re wel­come. Though one of the as­sis­tants must’ve sworn her clos­est friend to ab­so­lute se­crecy, be­cause Fa­ther says there’re weird ru­mors go­ing around, like you and I got in a fight or some­thing.”
“Ouch,” Harry said, winc­ing. “I’m re­ally sorry -”
“No, we’re used to it, Mer­lin knows there’s lots of ru­mors about the Mal­foy fam­ily al­ready.”
Harry nod­ded. “I’m glad to hear you’re not in trou­ble.”
Draco smirked. “Fa­ther has, um, a re­fined sense of hu­mor, but he does un­der­stand mak­ing friends. He un­der­stands it very well. He made me re­peat that be­fore I went to bed ev­ery night for the last month, ‘I will make friends at Hog­warts.’ When I ex­plained ev­ery­thing to him and he saw that’s what I was do­ing, he bought me an ice-cream.”
Harry’s jaw dropped. “You man­aged to spin that into an ice-cream?”
Draco nod­ded, look­ing ev­ery bit as smug as the feat de­served. “Well, fa­ther knew what I was do­ing, of course, but he’s the one who taught me how to do it, and if I grin the right way while I’m do­ing it, that makes it a fa­ther-son thing and then he has to buy me an ice-cream or I’ll give him this sort of sad look, like I think I must have dis­ap­pointed him.”
Harry eyed Draco cal­cu­lat­ingly, sens­ing the pres­ence of an­other mas­ter. “You’ve had lessons on how to ma­nip­u­late peo­ple?”
“Of course,” Draco said proudly. “I’m a Mal­foy. Fa­ther bought me tu­tors.”
“Wow,” Harry said. Read­ing Robert Cial­dini’s In­flu­ence: Sci­ence and Prac­tice prob­a­bly didn’t stack up very high com­pared to that (though it was still one heck of a book). “Your dad is al­most as awe­some as my dad.”
Draco’s eye­brows rose loftily. “Oh? And what does your fa­ther do?”
“He buys me books.”
Draco con­sid­ered this. “That doesn’t sound very im­pres­sive.”
“You had to be there. Any­way, I’m glad to hear all that. The way Lu­cius was look­ing at you, I thought he was go­ing to c-cru­cify you.”
“My fa­ther re­ally loves me,” Draco said firmly. “He wouldn’t ever do that.”
“Um…” Harry said. He re­mem­bered the black-robed, white-haired fig­ure of el­e­gance that had stormed through Madam Malkin’s, wield­ing that beau­ti­ful, deadly sil­ver-han­dled cane. It wasn’t easy to vi­su­alise him as a dot­ing fa­ther. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but how do you know that?”
“Huh?” It was clear that this was a ques­tion Draco did not com­monly ask him­self.
“I ask the fun­da­men­tal ques­tion of ra­tio­nal­ity: Why do you be­lieve what you be­lieve? What do you think you know and how do you think you know it? What makes you think Lu­cius wouldn’t sac­ri­fice you the same way he’d sac­ri­fice any­thing else for power?”
Draco shot Harry an­other odd look. “Just what do you know about Fa­ther?”
“Um… seat on the Wiz­eng­amot, seat on Hog­warts’ Board of Gov­er­nors, in­cred­i­bly wealthy, has the ear of Min­is­ter Fudge, has the con­fi­dence of Min­is­ter Fudge, prob­a­bly has some highly em­bar­rass­ing pho­tos of Min­is­ter Fudge, most prom­i­nent blood purist now that the Dark Lord’s gone, for­mer Death Eater who was found to have the Dark Mark but got off by claim­ing to be un­der the Im­perius Curse, which was ridicu­lously im­plau­si­ble and pretty much ev­ery­one knew it… evil with a cap­i­tal ‘E’ and a born killer… I think that’s it.”
Draco’s eyes had nar­rowed to slits. “McG­o­na­gall told you that, did she.”
“No, she wouldn’t say any­thing to me about Lu­cius af­ter­wards, ex­cept to stay away from him. So dur­ing the In­ci­dent at the Po­tions Shop, while Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was busy yelling at the shop­keeper and try­ing to get ev­ery­thing un­der con­trol, I grabbed one of the cus­tomers and asked them about Lu­cius.”
Draco’s eyes were wide again. “Did you re­ally?”
Harry gave Draco a puz­zled look. “If I lied the first time, I’m not go­ing to tell you the truth just be­cause you ask twice.”
There was a cer­tain pause as Draco ab­sorbed this.
“You’re so com­pletely go­ing to be in Slytherin.”
“I’m so com­pletely go­ing to be in Raven­claw, thank you very much. I only want power so I can get books.”
Draco gig­gled. “Yeah, right. Any­way… to an­swer what you asked…” Draco took a deep breath, and his face turned se­ri­ous. “Fa­ther once missed a Wiz­eng­amot vote for me. I was on a broom and I fell off and broke a lot of ribs. It re­ally hurt. I’d never hurt that much be­fore and I thought I was go­ing to die. So Fa­ther missed this re­ally im­por­tant vote, be­cause he was there by my bed at St. Mungo’s, hold­ing my hands and promis­ing me that I was go­ing to be okay.”
Harry glanced away un­com­fort­ably, then, with an ef­fort, forced him­self to look back at Draco. “Why are you telling me that? It seems sort of… pri­vate…”
Draco gave Harry a se­ri­ous look. “One of my tu­tors once said that peo­ple form close friend­ships by know­ing pri­vate things about each other, and the rea­son most peo­ple don’t make close friends is be­cause they’re too em­bar­rassed to share any­thing re­ally im­por­tant about them­selves.” Draco turned his palms out invit­ingly. “Your turn?”
Know­ing that Draco’s hope­ful face had prob­a­bly been drilled into him by months of prac­tice did not make it any less ef­fec­tive, Harry ob­served. Ac­tu­ally it did make it less ef­fec­tive, but un­for­tu­nately not in­ef­fec­tive. The same could be said of Draco’s clever use of re­cip­ro­ca­tion pres­sure for an un­so­licited gift, a tech­nique which Harry had read about in his so­cial psy­chol­ogy books (one ex­per­i­ment had shown that an un­con­di­tional gift of $5 was twice as ef­fec­tive as a con­di­tional of­fer of $50 in get­ting peo­ple to fill out sur­veys). Draco had made an un­so­licited gift of a con­fi­dence, and now in­vited Harry to of­fer a con­fi­dence in re­turn… and the thing was, Harry did feel pres­sured. Re­fusal, Harry was cer­tain, would be met with a look of sad dis­ap­point­ment, and maybe a small amount of con­tempt in­di­cat­ing that Harry had lost points.
“Draco,” Harry said, “just so you know, I recog­nise ex­actly what you’re do­ing right now. My own books called it re­cip­ro­ca­tion and they talk about how giv­ing some­one a straight gift of two Sick­les was found to be twice as ef­fec­tive as of­fer­ing them twenty Sick­les in get­ting them to do what you want…” Harry trailed off.
Draco was look­ing sad and dis­ap­pointed. “It’s not meant as a trick, Harry. It’s a real way of be­com­ing friends.”
Harry held up a hand. “I didn’t say I wasn’t go­ing to re­spond. I just need time to pick some­thing that’s pri­vate but just as non-dam­ag­ing. Let’s say… I wanted you to know that I can’t be rushed into things.” A pause to re­flect could go a long way in de­fus­ing the power of a lot of com­pli­ance tech­niques, once you learned to recog­nise them for what they were.
“All right,” Draco said. “I’ll wait while you come up with some­thing. Oh, and please take off the scarf while you say it.”
Sim­ple but ef­fec­tive.
And Harry couldn’t help but no­tice how clumsy, awk­ward, grace­less his at­tempt at re­sist­ing ma­nip­u­la­tion / sav­ing face / show­ing off had ap­peared com­pared to Draco. I need those tu­tors.
“All right,” Harry said af­ter a time. “Here’s mine.” He glanced around and then rolled the scarf back up over his face, ex­pos­ing ev­ery­thing but the scar. “Um… it sounds like you can re­ally rely on your fa­ther. I mean… if you talk to him se­ri­ously, he’ll al­ways lis­ten to you and take you se­ri­ously.”
Draco nod­ded.
“Some­times,” Harry said, and swal­lowed. This was sur­pris­ingly hard, but then it was meant to be. “Some­times I wish my own Dad was like yours.” Harry’s eyes flinched away from Draco’s face, more or less au­to­mat­i­cally, and then Harry forced him­self to look back at Draco.
Then it hit Harry what on Earth he’d just said, and Harry hastily added, “Not that I wish my Dad was a flaw­less in­stru­ment of death like Lu­cius, I only mean tak­ing me se­ri­ously -”
“I un­der­stand,” Draco said with a smile. “There… now doesn’t it feel like we’re a lit­tle closer to be­ing friends?”
Harry nod­ded. “Yeah. It does, ac­tu­ally. Um… no of­fence, but I’m go­ing to put on my dis­guise again, I re­ally don’t want to deal with -”
“I un­der­stand.”
Harry rolled the scarf back down over his face.
“My fa­ther takes all his friends se­ri­ously,” Draco said. “That’s why he has lots of friends. You should meet him.”
“I’ll think about it,” Harry said in a neu­tral voice. He shook his head in won­der. “So you re­ally are his one weak point. Huh.”
Now Draco was giv­ing Harry a re­ally odd look. “You want to go get some­thing to drink and find some­where to sit down?”
Harry re­alised he had been stand­ing in one place for too long, and stretched him­self, try­ing to crick his back. “Sure.”
The plat­form was start­ing to fill up now, but there was still a qui­eter area on the far side away from the red steam en­gine. Along the way they passed a stall con­tain­ing a bald, bearded man of­fer­ing news­pa­pers and comic books and stacked neon-green cans.
The stall­holder was, in fact, lean­ing back and drink­ing out of one of the neon-green cans at the ex­act point when he spot­ted the re­fined and el­e­gant Draco Mal­foy ap­proach­ing along with a mys­te­ri­ous boy look­ing in­cred­i­bly stupid with a scarf tied over his face, caus­ing the stall­holder to ex­pe­ri­ence a sud­den cough­ing fit in mid-drink and drib­ble a large amount of neon-green liq­uid onto his beard.
“‘Scuse me,” Harry said, “but what is that stuff, ex­actly?”
“Comed-Tea,” said the stall­holder. “If you drink it, some­thing sur­pris­ing is bound to hap­pen which makes you spill it on your­self or some­one else. But it’s charmed to van­ish just a few sec­onds later -” In­deed the stain on his beard was al­ready dis­ap­pear­ing.
“How droll,” said Draco. “How very, very droll. Come, Mr. Bronze, let’s go find an­other -”
“Hold on,” Harry said.
“Oh come on! That’s just, just ju­ve­nile!”
“No, I’m sorry Draco, I have to in­ves­ti­gate this. What hap­pens if I drink Comed-Tea while do­ing my best to keep the con­ver­sa­tion com­pletely se­ri­ous?”
The stall­holder smiled mys­te­ri­ously. “Who knows? A friend walks by in a frog cos­tume? Some­thing un­ex­pected is bound to hap­pen -”
“No. I’m sorry. I just don’t be­lieve it. That vi­o­lates my much-abused sus­pen­sion of dis­be­lief on so many lev­els I don’t even have the lan­guage to de­scribe it. There is, there is just no way a bloody drink can ma­nip­u­late re­al­ity to pro­duce com­edy set­ups, or I’m go­ing to give up and re­tire to the Ba­hamas -”
Draco groaned. “Are we re­ally go­ing to do this?”
“You don’t have to drink it but I have to in­ves­ti­gate. Have to. How much?”
“Five Knuts the can,” the stall­holder said.
“Five Knuts? You can sell re­al­ity-ma­nip­u­lat­ing fizzy drinks for five Knuts the can?” Harry reached into his pouch, said “four Sick­les, four Knuts”, and slapped them down on the counter. “Two dozen cans please.”
“I’ll also take one,” Draco sighed, and started to reach for his pock­ets.
Harry shook his head rapidly. “No, I’ve got this, doesn’t count as a fa­vor ei­ther, I want to see if it works for you too.” He took a can from the stack now placed on the counter and tossed it to Draco, then started feed­ing his pouch. The pouch’s Widen­ing Lip ate the cans ac­com­pa­nied by small burp­ing noises, which wasn’t ex­actly help­ing to re­store Harry’s faith that he would some­day dis­cover a rea­son­able ex­pla­na­tion for all this.
Twenty-two burps later, Harry had the last pur­chased can in his hand, Draco was look­ing at him ex­pec­tantly, and the two of them pulled the ring at the same time.
Harry rolled up his scarf to ex­pose his mouth, and they tilted their heads back and drank the Comed-Tea.
It some­how tasted bright green - ex­tra-fizzy and limer than lime.
Aside from that, noth­ing else hap­pened.
Harry looked at the stall­holder, who was watch­ing them benev­o­lently.
All right, if this guy just took ad­van­tage of a nat­u­ral ac­ci­dent to sell me twenty-four cans of noth­ing, I’m go­ing to ap­plaud his cre­ative en­tre­pre­neur­ial spirit and then kill him.
“It doesn’t al­ways hap­pen im­me­di­ately,” the stall­holder said. “But it’s guar­an­teed to hap­pen once per can, or your money back.”
Harry took an­other long drink.
Once again, noth­ing hap­pened.
Maybe I should just chug the whole thing as fast as pos­si­ble… and hope my stom­ach doesn’t ex­plode from all the car­bon diox­ide, or that I don’t burp while drink­ing it…
No, he could af­ford to be a lit­tle pa­tient. But hon­estly, Harry didn’t see how this was go­ing to work. You couldn’t go up to some­one and say “Now I’m go­ing to sur­prise you” or “And now I’m go­ing to tell you the punch­line of the joke, and it’ll be re­ally funny.” It ru­ined the shock value. In Harry’s state of men­tal pre­pared­ness, Lu­cius Mal­foy could have walked past in a bal­le­rina out­fit and it wouldn’t have made him do a proper spit-take. Just what sort of wacky shenani­gan was the uni­verse sup­posed to cough up now?
“Any­way, let’s sit down,” Harry said. He pre­pared to swig an­other drink and started to­wards the dis­tant seat­ing area, which put him at the right an­gle to glance back and see the por­tion of the stall’s news­pa­per stand that was de­voted to a news­pa­per called The Quib­bler, which was show­ing the fol­low­ing head­line:
BOY-WHO-LIVED GETS
DRACO MAL­FOY PREG­NANT
“Gah!” screamed Draco as bright green liq­uid sprayed all over him from Harry’s di­rec­tion. Draco turned to Harry with fire in his eyes and grabbed his own can. “You son of a mud­blood! Let’s see how you like be­ing spat upon!” Draco took a de­lib­er­ate swig from the can just as his own eyes caught sight of the head­line.
In sheer re­flex ac­tion, Harry tried to block his face as the spray of liq­uid flew in his di­rec­tion. Un­for­tu­nately he blocked us­ing the hand con­tain­ing the Comed-Tea, send­ing the rest of the green liq­uid to splash out over his shoul­der.
Harry stared at the can in his hand even as he went on chok­ing and splut­ter­ing and the green colour started to van­ish from Draco’s robes.
Then he looked up and stared at the news­pa­per head­line.
BOY-WHO-LIVED GETS
DRACO MAL­FOY PREG­NANT
Harry’s lips opened and said, “buh-bluh-buh-buh…”
Too many com­pet­ing ob­jec­tions, that was the prob­lem. Ev­ery time Harry tried to say “But we’re only eleven!” the ob­jec­tion “But men can’t get preg­nant!” de­manded first pri­or­ity and was then run over by “But there’s noth­ing be­tween us, re­ally!”
Then Harry looked down at the can in his hand again.
He was feel­ing a deep-seated de­sire to run away scream­ing at the top of his lungs un­til he dropped from lack of oxy­gen, and the only thing stop­ping him was that he had once read that out­right panic was the sign of a truly im­por­tant sci­en­tific prob­lem.
Harry snarled, threw the can vi­o­lently into a nearby rub­bish bin, and stalked back over to the stall. “One copy of The Quib­bler, please.” Harry paid over four more Knuts, re­trieved an­other can of Comed-Tea from his pouch, and then stalked over to the pic­nic area with the blond-haired boy, who was star­ing at his own can with an ex­pres­sion of frank ad­mi­ra­tion.
“I take it back,” Draco said, “that was pretty good.”
“Hey, Draco, you know what I bet is even bet­ter for be­com­ing friends than ex­chang­ing se­crets? Com­mit­ting mur­der.”
“I have a tu­tor who says that,” Draco al­lowed. He reached in­side his robes and scratched him­self with an easy, nat­u­ral mo­tion. “Who’ve you got in mind?”
Harry slammed The Quib­bler down hard on the pic­nic ta­ble. “The guy who came up with this head­line.”
Draco groaned. “Not a guy. A girl. A ten-year-old girl, can you be­lieve it? She went nuts af­ter her mother died and her fa­ther, who owns this news­pa­per, is con­vinced that she’s a seer, so when he doesn’t know he asks Luna Love­g­ood and be­lieves any­thing she says.”
Not re­ally think­ing about it, Harry pulled the ring on his next can of Comed-Tea and pre­pared to drink. “Are you kid­ding me? That’s even worse than Mug­gle jour­nal­ism, which I would have thought was phys­i­cally im­pos­si­ble.”
Draco snarled. “She has some sort of per­verse ob­ses­sion about the Mal­foys, too, and her fa­ther is po­lit­i­cally op­posed to us so he prints ev­ery word. As soon as I’m old enough I’m go­ing to rape her.”
Green liq­uid spurted out of Harry’s nos­trils, soak­ing into the scarf still cov­er­ing that area. Comed-Tea and lungs did not mix, and Harry spent the next few sec­onds fran­ti­cally cough­ing.
Draco looked at him sharply. “Some­thing wrong?”
It was at this point that Harry came to the sud­den re­al­i­sa­tion that (a) the sounds com­ing from the rest of the train plat­form had turned into more of a blurred white noise at around the same time Draco had reached in­side his robes, and (b) when he had dis­cussed com­mit­ting mur­der as a bond­ing method, there had been ex­actly one per­son in the con­ver­sa­tion who’d thought they were jok­ing.
Right. Be­cause he seemed like such a nor­mal kid. And he is a nor­mal kid, he is just what you’d ex­pect a base­line male child to be like if Darth Vader were his dot­ing fa­ther.
“Yes, well,” Harry coughed, oh god how was he go­ing to get out of this con­ver­sa­tional wedge, “I was just sur­prised at how you were will­ing to dis­cuss it so openly, you didn’t seem wor­ried about get­ting caught or any­thing.”
Draco snorted. “Are you jok­ing? Luna Love­g­ood’s word against mine?”
Holy crap on a holy stick. “There’s no such thing as mag­i­cal truth de­tec­tion, I take it?” Or DNA test­ing… yet.
Draco looked around. His eyes nar­rowed. “That’s right, you don’t know any­thing. Look, I’ll ex­plain things to you, I mean the way it re­ally works, just like you were al­ready in Slytherin and asked me the same ques­tion. But you’ve got to swear not to say any­thing about it.”
“I swear,” Harry said.
“The courts use Ver­i­taserum, but it’s a joke re­ally, you just get your­self Oblivi­ated be­fore you tes­tify and then claim the other per­son was Mem­ory-Charmed with a fake mem­ory. Of course if you’re just some nor­mal per­son, the courts pre­sume in fa­vor of Oblivi­a­tion, not False Mem­ory Charms. But the court has dis­cre­tion, and if I’m in­volved then it im­pinges on the honor of a No­ble House, so it goes to the Wiz­eng­amot, where Fa­ther has the votes. Af­ter I’m found not guilty the Love­g­ood fam­ily has to pay repa­ra­tions for tar­nish­ing my honor. And they know from the start that’s how it’ll go, so they’ll just keep their mouths shut.”
A cold chill was com­ing over Harry, a chill that came with in­struc­tions to keep his voice and face nor­mal. Note to self: Over­throw gov­ern­ment of mag­i­cal Britain at ear­li­est con­ve­nience.
Harry coughed again to clear his throat. “Draco, please please please don’t take this the wrong way, my word is my bond, but like you said I could be in Slytherin and I re­ally want to ask for in­for­ma­tional pur­poses, so what would hap­pen the­o­ret­i­cally speak­ing if I did tes­tify that I’d heard you plan it?”
“Then if I was any­one other than a Mal­foy, I’d be in trou­ble,” Draco an­swered smugly. “Since I am a Mal­foy… Fa­ther has the votes. And af­ter­wards he’d crush you… well, I guess not eas­ily, since you are the Boy-Who-Lived, but Fa­ther is pretty good at that sort of thing.” Draco frowned. “‘Sides, you talked about mur­der­ing her, why weren’t you wor­ried about me tes­ti­fy­ing af­ter she turns up dead?”
How, oh how did my day go this wrong? Harry’s mouth was al­ready mov­ing faster than he could think. “That’s when I thought she was older! I don’t know how it works here, but in Mug­gle Britain the courts would get a lot more up­set about some­one killing a child -”
“That makes sense,” Draco said, still look­ing a bit sus­pi­cious. “But any­way, it’s al­ways smarter if it doesn’t go to the Au­rors at all. If we’re care­ful only to do things that Heal­ing Charms can fix, we can just Oblivi­ate her af­ter­wards and then do it all again next week.” Then the blonde-haired boy gig­gled, a youth­ful high-pitched sound. “Though just imag­ine her say­ing she’d been done by Draco Mal­foy and the Boy-Who-Lived, not even Dum­b­le­dore would be­lieve her.”
I am go­ing to tear apart your pa­thetic lit­tle mag­i­cal rem­nant of the Dark Ages into pieces smaller than its con­stituent atoms. “Ac­tu­ally, can we hold off on that? Af­ter I found out that head­line came from a girl a year younger than me, I had a dif­fer­ent thought for my re­venge.”
“Huh? Do tell,” Draco said, and started to take an­other swig of his Comed-Tea.
Harry didn’t know if the en­chant­ment worked more than once per can, but he did know he could avoid the blame, so he was care­ful to time it ex­actly right:
“I was think­ing some­day I’m go­ing to marry that woman.”
Draco made a hor­rid ker-splutch­ing sound and leaked green fluid out the cor­ners of his mouth like a bro­ken car ra­di­a­tor. “Are you nuts?”
“Quite the op­po­site, I’m so sane it burns like ice.”
“You’ve got weirder taste than a Lestrange,” Draco said, sound­ing half-ad­mir­ing about it. “And I sup­pose you want her all to your­self, huh?”
“Yep. I can owe you a fa­vor for it -”
Draco waved it off. “Nah, this one’s free.”
Harry stared down at the can in his hand, the cold­ness set­tling into his blood. Charm­ing, happy, gen­er­ous with his fa­vors to his friends, Draco wasn’t a psy­chopath. That was the sad and aw­ful part, know­ing hu­man psy­chol­ogy well enough to know that Draco wasn’t a mon­ster. There had been ten thou­sand so­ci­eties over the his­tory of the world where this con­ver­sa­tion could have hap­pened. No, the world would have been a very dif­fer­ent place in­deed, if it took an evil mu­tant to say what Draco had said. It was very sim­ple, very hu­man, it was the de­fault if noth­ing else in­ter­vened. To Draco, his en­e­mies weren’t peo­ple.
And in the slowed time of this slowed coun­try, here and now as in the dark­ness-be­fore-dawn prior to the Age of Rea­son, the son of a suf­fi­ciently pow­er­ful no­ble would sim­ply take for granted that he was above the law, at least when it came to some peas­ant girl. There were places in Mug­gle-land where it was still the same way, coun­tries where that sort of no­bil­ity still ex­isted and still thought like that, or even grim­mer lands where it wasn’t just the no­bil­ity. It was like that in ev­ery place and time that didn’t de­scend di­rectly from the En­light­en­ment. A line of de­scent, it seemed, which didn’t quite in­clude mag­i­cal Britain, for all that there had been cross-cul­tural con­tam­i­na­tion of things like ring-pull drinks cans.
And if Draco doesn’t change his mind about want­ing re­venge, and I don’t throw away my own chance at hap­pi­ness in life to marry some poor crazy girl, then all I’ve just bought is time, and not too much of it…
For one girl. Not for oth­ers.
I won­der how dif­fi­cult it would be to just make a list of all the top blood purists and kill them.
They’d tried ex­actly that dur­ing the French Rev­o­lu­tion, more or less - make a list of all the en­e­mies of Progress and re­move ev­ery­thing above the neck - and it hadn’t worked out well from what Harry re­called. Maybe he needed to dust off some of those his­tory books his fa­ther had bought him, and see if what had gone wrong with the French Rev­o­lu­tion was some­thing easy to fix.
Harry gazed up at the sky, and at the pale shape of the Moon, vis­i­ble this morn­ing through the cloud­less air.
So the world is bro­ken and flawed and in­sane, and cruel and bloody and dark. This is news? You al­ways knew that, any­way…
“You’re look­ing all se­ri­ous,” Draco said. “Let me guess, your Mug­gle par­ents told you that this sort of thing was bad.”
Harry nod­ded, not quite trust­ing his voice.
“Well, like Fa­ther says, there may be four houses, but in the end ev­ery­one be­longs to ei­ther Slytherin or Huf­flepuff. And frankly, you’re not on the Huf­flepuff end. If you de­cide to side with the Mal­foys un­der the ta­ble… our power and your rep­u­ta­tion… you could get away with things even I can’t do. Want to try it for a while? See what it’s like?”
Aren’t we a clever lit­tle ser­pent. Eleven years old and al­ready coax­ing your prey from hid­ing…
Harry thought, con­sid­ered, chose his weapon. “Draco, you want to ex­plain the whole blood pu­rity thing to me? I’m sort of new.”
A wide smile crossed Draco’s face. “You re­ally should meet Fa­ther and ask him, you know, he’s our leader.”
“Give me the thirty-sec­ond ver­sion.”
“Okay,” Draco said. He drew in a deep breath, and his voice grew slightly lower, and took on a ca­dence. “Our pow­ers have grown weaker, gen­er­a­tion by gen­er­a­tion, as the mud­blood taint in­creases. Where Salazar and Go­dric and Rowena and Helga once raised Hog­warts by their power, cre­at­ing the Locket and the Sword and the Di­a­dem and the Cup, no wiz­ard of these faded days has risen to ri­val them. We are fad­ing, all fad­ing into Mug­gles as we in­ter­breed with their spawn and al­low our Squibs to live. If the taint is not checked, soon our wands will break and all our arts cease, the line of Mer­lin will end and the blood of At­lantis fail. Our chil­dren will be left scratch­ing at the dirt to sur­vive like the mere Mug­gles, and dark­ness will cover all the world for ever.” Draco took an­other swig from his drinks can, look­ing sat­is­fied; that seemed to be the whole ar­gu­ment as far as he was con­cerned.
“Per­sua­sive,” Harry said, mean­ing it de­scrip­tively rather than nor­ma­tively. It was a stan­dard pat­tern: The Fall from Grace, the need to guard what pu­rity re­mained against con­tam­i­na­tion, the past slop­ing up­wards and the fu­ture slop­ing only down. And that pat­tern also had its counter… “I have to cor­rect you on one point of fact, though. Your in­for­ma­tion about the Mug­gles is a bit out of date. We aren’t ex­actly scratch­ing at the dirt any­more.”
Draco’s head snapped around. “What? What do you mean, we?”
“We. The sci­en­tists. The line of Fran­cis Ba­con and the blood of the En­light­en­ment. Mug­gles didn’t just sit around cry­ing about not hav­ing wands, we have our own pow­ers now, with or with­out magic. If all your pow­ers fail then we will all have lost some­thing very pre­cious, be­cause your magic is the only hint we have as to how the uni­verse must re­ally work - but you won’t be left scratch­ing at the ground. Your houses will still be cool in sum­mer and warm in win­ter, there will still be doc­tors and medicine. Sci­ence can keep you alive if magic fails. It’d be a tragedy, but not lit­er­ally the end of all the light in the world. Just say­ing.”
Draco had backed up sev­eral feet and his face was full of mixed fear and dis­be­lief. “What in the name of Mer­lin are you talk­ing about, Pot­ter?”
“Hey, I lis­tened to your story, won’t you lis­ten to mine?” Clumsy, Harry chided him­self, but Draco ac­tu­ally did stop back­ing off and seem to lis­ten.
“Any­way,” Harry said, “I’m say­ing that you don’t seem to have been pay­ing much at­ten­tion to what goes on in the Mug­gle world.” Prob­a­bly be­cause the whole wiz­ard­ing world seemed to re­gard the rest of Earth as a slum, de­serv­ing around as much news cov­er­age as the Fi­nan­cial Times awarded to the rou­tine ag­o­nies of Bu­rundi. “All right. Quick check. Have wiz­ards ever been to the Moon? You know, that thing?” Harry pointed up to that huge and dis­tant globe.
“What?” Draco said. It was pretty clear the thought had never oc­cured to the boy. ”Go to the - it’s just a -” His fin­ger pointed at the lit­tle pale thingy in the sky. “You can’t Ap­pa­rate to some­where you’ve never been and how would any­one get to the Moon in the first place?”
“Hold on,” Harry said to Draco, “I’d like to show you a book I brought with me, I think I re­mem­ber what box it’s in.” And Harry stood up and kneeled down and yanked out the stairs to the cav­ern level of his trunk, then tore down the stairs and heaved a box off an­other box, com­ing per­ilously close to treat­ing his books with dis­re­spect, and snatched off the box cover and quickly but care­fully pried out a stack of books -
(Harry had in­her­ited the nigh-mag­i­cal Ver­res abil­ity to re­mem­ber where all his books were, even af­ter see­ing them just once, which was rather mys­te­ri­ous con­sid­er­ing the lack of any ge­netic con­nec­tion.)
And Harry raced back up the stairs and shoved the stair­case back into the trunk with his heel, and, pant­ing, turned the pages of the book un­til he found the pic­ture he wanted to show to Draco.
The one with the white, dry, cratered land, and the suited peo­ple, and the blue-white globe hang­ing over it all.
That pic­ture.
The pic­ture, if only one pic­ture in all the world were to sur­vive.
“That,” Harry said, his voice trem­bling be­cause he couldn’t quite keep the pride out, “is what the Earth looks like from the Moon.”
Draco slowly leaned over. There was a strange ex­pres­sion on his young face. “If that’s a real pic­ture, why isn’t it mov­ing?”
Mov­ing? Oh. “Mug­gles can do mov­ing pic­tures but they need a big­ger box to show it, they can’t fit them onto sin­gle book pages yet.”
Draco’s fin­ger moved to one of the suits. “What are those?” His voice start­ing to wa­ver.
“Those are hu­man be­ings. They are wear­ing suits that cover their whole bod­ies to give them air, be­cause there is no air on the Moon.”
“That’s im­pos­si­ble,” Draco whis­pered. There was ter­ror in his eyes, and ut­ter con­fu­sion. “No Mug­gle could ever do that. How…”
Harry took back the book, flipped the pages un­til he found what he saw. “This is a rocket go­ing up. The fire pushes it higher and higher, un­til it gets to the Moon.” Flipped pages again. “This is a rocket on the ground. That tiny speck next to it is a per­son.” Draco gasped. “Go­ing to the Moon cost the equiv­a­lent of… prob­a­bly around a thou­sand mil­lion Galleons.” Draco choked. “And it took the ef­forts of… prob­a­bly more peo­ple than live in all of mag­i­cal Britain.” And when they ar­rived, they left a plaque that said, ‘We came in peace, for all mankind.’ Though you’re not yet ready to hear those words, Draco Mal­foy…
“You’re telling the truth,” Draco said slowly. “You wouldn’t fake a whole book just for this - and I can hear it in your voice. But… but…”
“How, with­out wands or magic? It’s a long story, Draco. Sci­ence doesn’t work by wav­ing wands and chant­ing spells, it works by know­ing how the uni­verse works on such a deep level that you know ex­actly what to do in or­der to make the uni­verse do what you want. If magic is like cast­ing Im­pe­rio on some­one to make them do what you want, then sci­ence is like know­ing them so well that you can con­vince them it was their own idea all along. It’s a lot more dif­fi­cult than wav­ing a wand, but it works when wands fail, just like if the Im­perius failed you could still try per­suad­ing a per­son. And Sci­ence builds from gen­er­a­tion to gen­er­a­tion. You have to re­ally know what you’re do­ing to do sci­ence - and when you re­ally un­der­stand some­thing, you can ex­plain it to some­one else. The great­est sci­en­tists of one cen­tury ago, the bright­est names that are still spo­ken with rev­er­ence, their pow­ers are as noth­ing to the great­est sci­en­tists of to­day. There is no equiv­a­lent in sci­ence of your lost arts that raised Hog­warts. In sci­ence our pow­ers wax by the year. And we are be­gin­ning to un­der­stand and un­ravel the se­crets of life and in­her­i­tance. We’ll be able to look at the very blood of which you spoke, and see what makes you a wiz­ard, and in one or two more gen­er­a­tions, we’ll be able to per­suade that blood to make all your chil­dren pow­er­ful wiz­ards too. So you see, your prob­lem isn’t nearly as bad as it looks, be­cause in a few more decades, sci­ence will be able to solve it for you.”
“But…” Draco said. His voice was trem­bling. “If Mug­gles have that kind of power… then… what are we?”
“No, Draco, that’s not it, don’t you see? Sci­ence taps the power of hu­man un­der­stand­ing to look at the world and fig­ure out how it works. It can’t fail with­out hu­man­ity it­self fail­ing. Your magic could turn off, and you would hate that, but you would still be you. You would still be alive to re­gret it. But be­cause sci­ence rests upon my hu­man in­tel­li­gence, it is the power that can­not be re­moved from me with­out re­mov­ing me. Even if the laws of the uni­verse change on me, so that all my knowl­edge is void, I’ll just fig­ure out the new laws, as has been done be­fore. It’s not a Mug­gle thing, it’s a hu­man thing, it just re­fines and trains the power you use ev­ery time you look at some­thing you don’t un­der­stand and ask ‘Why?’ You’re of Slytherin, Draco, don’t you see the im­pli­ca­tion?”
Draco looked up from the book to Harry. His face showed dawn­ing un­der­stand­ing. “Wiz­ards can learn to use this power.”
Very care­fully, now… the bait is set, now the hook… “If you can learn to think of your­self as a hu­man in­stead of a wiz­ard then you can train and re­fine your pow­ers as a hu­man.”
And if that in­struc­tion wasn’t in ev­ery sci­ence cur­ricu­lum, Draco didn’t need to know it, did he?
Draco’s eyes were now thought­ful. “You’ve… al­ready done this?”
“To some ex­tent,” Harry al­lowed. “My train­ing isn’t com­plete. Not at eleven. But - my fa­ther also bought me tu­tors, you see.” Sure, they’d been starv­ing grad stu­dents, and it had only been be­cause Harry slept on a 26-hour cy­cle, but leave all that aside for now…
Slowly, Draco nod­ded. “You think you can mas­ter both arts, add the pow­ers to­gether, and…” Draco stared at Harry. “Make your­self Lord of the two worlds?”
Harry gave an evil laugh, it just seemed to come nat­u­rally at that point. “You have to re­alise, Draco, that the whole world you know, all of mag­i­cal Britain, is just one square on a much larger game­board. The game­board that in­cludes places like the Moon, and the stars in the night sky, which are lights just like the Sun only unimag­in­ably far away, and things like gal­ax­ies that are vastly huger than the Earth and Sun, things so large that only sci­en­tists can see them and you don’t even know they ex­ist. But I re­ally am Raven­claw, you know, not Slytherin. I don’t want to rule the uni­verse. I just think it could be more sen­si­bly or­gan­ised.”
There was awe on Draco’s face. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Oh… there aren’t many peo­ple who know how to do true sci­ence - un­der­stand­ing some­thing for the very first time, even if it con­fuses the hell out of you. Help would be help­ful.”
Draco stared at Harry with his mouth open.
“But make no mis­take, Draco, true sci­ence re­ally isn’t like magic, you can’t just do it and walk away un­changed like learn­ing how to say the words of a new spell. The power comes with a cost, a cost so high that most peo­ple refuse to pay it.”
Draco nod­ded at this as though, fi­nally, he’d heard some­thing he could un­der­stand. “And that cost?”
“Learn­ing to ad­mit you’re wrong.”
“Um,” Draco said af­ter the dra­matic pause had stretched on for a while. “You go­ing to ex­plain that?”
“Try­ing to fig­ure out how some­thing works on that deep level, the first ninety-nine ex­pla­na­tions you come up with are wrong. The hun­dredth is right. So you have to learn how to ad­mit you’re wrong, over and over and over again. It doesn’t sound like much, but it’s so hard that most peo­ple can’t do sci­ence. Al­ways ques­tion­ing your­self, al­ways tak­ing an­other look at things you’ve al­ways taken for granted,” like hav­ing a Snitch in Quid­ditch, “and ev­ery time you change your mind, you change your­self. But I’m get­ting way ahead of my­self here. Way ahead of my­self. I just want you to know… I’m of­fer­ing to share some of my knowl­edge. If you want. There’s just one con­di­tion.”
“Uh huh,” Draco said. “You know, Fa­ther says that when some­one says that to you, it is never a good sign, ever.”
Harry nod­ded. “Now, don’t mis­take me and think that I’m try­ing to drive a wedge be­tween you and your fa­ther. It’s not about that. It’s just about me want­ing to deal with some­one my own age, rather than hav­ing this be be­tween me and Lu­cius. I think your fa­ther would be okay with that too, he knows you have to grow up some­time. But your moves in our game have to be your own. That’s my con­di­tion - that I’m deal­ing with you, Draco, not your fa­ther.”
“I’ve got to go,” Draco said. He stood up. “I’ve got to go off and think about this.”
“Take your time,” Harry said.
The sounds of the train plat­form changed from blurs into mur­murs as Draco wan­dered off.
Harry slowly ex­haled the air he’d been hold­ing in with­out quite re­al­is­ing it, and then looked at the watch on his wrist, a sim­ple me­chan­i­cal model that his fa­ther had bought him in hope it would work in magic’s pres­ence. The sec­ond-hand was still tick­ing, and if the minute hand was right, then it wasn’t quite eleven just yet. He prob­a­bly ought to get on the train soon and start look­ing for what­sher­face, but it seemed worth tak­ing a few min­utes first to do some breath­ing ex­er­cises and see if his blood warmed up again.
But when Harry looked up from his watch, he saw two fig­ures ap­proach­ing, look­ing ut­terly ridicu­lous with their faces cloaked by win­ter scarves.
“Hello, Mr. Bronze,” said one of the masked fig­ures. “Can we in­ter­est you in join­ing the Or­der of Chaos?”

Af­ter­math:
Not too long af­ter that, when all that day’s fuss had fi­nally sub­sided, Draco was bent over a desk with quill in hand. He had a pri­vate room in the Slytherin dun­geons, with its own desk and its own fire - sadly not even he rated a con­nec­tion to the Floo sys­tem, but at least Slytherin didn’t buy into that ut­ter non­sense about mak­ing ev­ery­one sleep in dorms. There weren’t many pri­vate rooms, you had to be the very best within the House of the bet­ter sort, but that could be taken for granted with the House of Mal­foy.
Dear Fa­ther, Draco wrote.
And then he stopped.
Ink slowly dripped from his quill, stain­ing the parch­ment near the words.
Draco wasn’t stupid. He was young, but his tu­tors had trained him well. Draco knew that Pot­ter prob­a­bly felt a lot more sym­pa­thy to­wards Dum­b­le­dore’s fac­tion than Pot­ter was let­ting on… though Draco did think Pot­ter could be tempted. But it was crys­tal clear that Pot­ter was try­ing to tempt Draco just as Draco was try­ing to tempt him.
And it was also clear that Pot­ter was bril­liant, and a whole lot more than just slightly mad, and play­ing a vast game that Pot­ter him­self mostly didn’t un­der­stand, im­pro­vised at top speed with the sub­tlety of a ram­pag­ing nundu. But Pot­ter had man­aged to choose a tac­tic that Draco couldn’t just walk away from. He had of­fered Draco a part of his own power, gam­bling that Draco couldn’t use it with­out be­com­ing more like him. His fa­ther had called this an ad­vanced tech­nique, and had warned Draco that it of­ten didn’t work.
Draco knew he hadn’t un­der­stood ev­ery­thing that had hap­pened… but Pot­ter had of­fered him the chance to play and right now it was his. And if he blurted the whole thing out, it would be­come Fa­ther’s.
In the end it was as sim­ple as that. The lesser tech­niques re­quire the un­aware­ness of the tar­get, or at least their un­cer­tainty. Flat­tery has to be plau­si­bly dis­guised as ad­mi­ra­tion. (“You should have been in Slytherin” is an old clas­sic, highly ef­fec­tive on a cer­tain type of per­son who isn’t ex­pect­ing it, and if it works you can re­peat it.) But when you find some­one’s ul­ti­mate lever it doesn’t mat­ter if they know you know. Pot­ter, in his mad rush, had guessed a key to Draco’s soul. And if Draco knew that Pot­ter knew it - even if it had been an ob­vi­ous sort of guess - that didn’t change any­thing.
So now, for the first time in his life, he had real se­crets to keep. He was play­ing his own game. There was an ob­scure pain to it, but he knew that Fa­ther would be proud, and that made it all right.
Leav­ing the ink drip­pings in place - there was a mes­sage there, and one that his fa­ther would un­der­stand, for they had played the game of sub­tleties more than once - Draco wrote out the one ques­tion that re­ally had gnawed at him about the whole af­fair, the part that it seemed he ought to un­der­stand, but he didn’t, not at all.
Dear Fa­ther:
Sup­pose I told you that I met a stu­dent at Hog­warts, not al­ready part of our cir­cle of ac­quain­tances, who called you a ‘flaw­less in­stru­ment of death’ and said that I was your ‘one weak point’. What would you say about him?
It didn’t take long af­ter that for the fam­ily owl to bring the re­ply.
My beloved son:
I would say that you had been so for­tu­nate as to meet some­one who en­joys the in­ti­mate con­fi­dence of our friend and valu­able ally, Severus Snape.
Draco stared at the let­ter for a while, and fi­nally threw it into the fire.









Chap­ter 8. Pos­i­tive Bias

No one had asked for help, that was the prob­lem. They’d just gone around talk­ing, eat­ing, or star­ing into the air while their par­ents ex­changed gos­sip. For what­ever odd rea­son, no one had been sit­ting down read­ing a book, which meant she couldn’t just sit down next to them and take out her own book. And even when she’d boldly taken the ini­tia­tive by sit­ting down and con­tin­u­ing her third read-through of Hog­warts: A His­tory, no one had seemed in­clined to sit down next to her.
Aside from help­ing peo­ple with their home­work, or any­thing else they needed, she re­ally didn’t know how to meet peo­ple. She didn’t feel like she was a shy per­son. She thought of her­self as a take-charge sort of girl. And yet, some­how, if there wasn’t some re­quest along the lines of “I can’t re­mem­ber how to do long di­vi­sion” then it was just too awk­ward to go up to some­one and say… what? She’d never been able to fig­ure out what. And there didn’t seem to be a stan­dard in­for­ma­tion sheet, which was ridicu­lous. The whole busi­ness of meet­ing peo­ple had never seemed sen­si­ble to her. Why did she have to take all the re­spon­si­bil­ity her­self when there were two peo­ple in­volved? Why didn’t adults ever help? She wished some other girl would just walk up to her and say, “Hermione, the teacher told me to be friends with you.”
But let it be quite clear that Hermione Granger, sit­ting alone on the first day of school in one of the few com­part­ments that had been empty, in the last car­riage of the train, with the com­part­ment door left open just in case any­one for any rea­son wanted to talk to her, was not sad, lonely, gloomy, de­pressed, de­spair­ing, or ob­sess­ing about her prob­lems. She was, rather, reread­ing Hog­warts: A His­tory for the third time and quite en­joy­ing it, with only a faint tinge of an­noy­ance in the back of her mind at the gen­eral un­rea­son­able­ness of the world.
There was the sound of an in­ter-train door open­ing, and then foot­steps and an odd slith­er­ing sound com­ing down the hall­way of the train. Hermione laid aside Hog­warts: A His­tory and stood up and stuck her head out­side - just in case some­one needed help - and saw a young boy in a wiz­ard’s dress robes, prob­a­bly first or sec­ond year go­ing by his height, and look­ing quite silly with a scarf wrapped around his head. A small trunk stood on the floor next to him. Even as she saw him, he knocked on the door of an­other, closed com­part­ment, and he said in a voice only slightly muf­fled by the scarf, “Ex­cuse me, can I ask a quick ques­tion?”
She didn’t hear the an­swer from in­side the com­part­ment, but af­ter the boy opened the door, she did think she heard him say - un­less she’d some­how mis­heard - “Does any­one here know the six quarks or where I can find a first-year girl named Hermione Granger?”
Af­ter the boy had closed that com­part­ment door, Hermione said, “Can I help you with some­thing?”
The scarfed face turned to look at her, and the voice said, “Not un­less you can name the six quarks or tell me where to find Hermione Granger.”
“Up, down, strange, charm, truth, beauty, and why are you look­ing for her?”
It was hard to tell from this dis­tance, but she thought she saw the boy grin widely un­der his scarf. “Ah, so you’re a first-year girl named Hermione Granger,” said that young, muf­fled voice. “On the train to Hog­warts, no less.” The boy started to walk to­wards her and her com­part­ment, and his trunk slith­ered along af­ter him. “Tech­ni­cally, all I needed to do was look for you, but it seems likely that I’m meant to talk to you or in­vite you to join my party or get a key mag­i­cal item from you or find out that Hog­warts was built over the ru­ins of an an­cient tem­ple or some­thing. PC or NPC, that is the ques­tion?”
Hermione opened her mouth to re­ply to this, but then she couldn’t think of any pos­si­ble re­ply to… what­ever it was she’d just heard, even as the boy walked over to her, looked in­side the com­part­ment, nod­ded with sat­is­fac­tion, and sat down on the bench across from her own. His trunk scur­ried in af­ter him, grew to three times its for­mer di­am­e­ter and snug­gled up next to her own in an oddly dis­turb­ing fash­ion.
“Please, have a seat,” said the boy, “and do please close the door be­hind you, if you would. Don’t worry, I don’t bite any­one who doesn’t bite me first.” He was al­ready un­wind­ing the scarf from around his head.
The im­pu­ta­tion that this boy thought she was scared of him made her hand send the door slid­ing shut, jam­ming it into the wall with un­nec­es­sary force. She spun around and saw a young face with bright, laugh­ing green eyes, and an an­gry red-dark scar set into his fore­head that re­minded her of some­thing in the back of her mind but right now she had more im­por­tant things to think about. “I didn’t say I was Hermione Granger!”
“I didn’t say you said you were Hermione Granger, I just said you were Hermione Granger. If you’re ask­ing how I know, it’s be­cause I know ev­ery­thing. Good evening ladies and gen­tle­men, my name is Harry James Pot­ter-Evans-Ver­res or Harry Pot­ter for short, I know that prob­a­bly doesn’t mean any­thing to you for a change -”
Hermione’s mind fi­nally made the con­nec­tion. The scar on his fore­head, the shape of a light­ning bolt. “Harry Pot­ter! You’re in Mod­ern Mag­i­cal His­tory and The Rise and Fall of the Dark Arts and Great Wiz­ard­ing Events of the Twen­ti­eth Cen­tury.” It was ac­tu­ally the very first time in her whole life that she’d met some­one from in­side a book, and it was a rather odd feel­ing.
The boy blinked three times. “I’m in books? Wait, of course I’m in books… what a strange thought.”
“Good­ness, didn’t you know?” said Hermione. “I’d have found out ev­ery­thing I could if it was me.”
The boy spoke rather dryly. “Miss Granger, it has been less than 72 hours since I went to Di­agon Al­ley and dis­cov­ered my claim to fame. I have spent the last two days buy­ing sci­ence books. Be­lieve me, I in­tend to find out ev­ery­thing I can.” The boy hes­i­tated. “What do the books say about me?”
Hermione Granger’s mind flashed back, she hadn’t re­alised she would be tested on those books so she’d read them only once, but it was just a month ago so the ma­te­rial was still fresh in her mind. “You’re the only one who’s sur­vived the Killing Curse so you’re called the Boy-Who-Lived. You were born to James Pot­ter and Lily Pot­ter for­merly Lily Evans on the 31st of July 1980. On the 31st of Oc­to­ber 1981 the Dark Lord He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named though I don’t know why not at­tacked your home. You were found alive with the scar on your fore­head in the ru­ins of your par­ents’ house near the burnt re­mains of You-Know-Who’s body. Chief War­lock Al­bus Per­ci­val Wul­fric Brian Dum­b­le­dore sent you off some­where, no one knows where. The Rise and Fall of the Dark Arts claims that you sur­vived be­cause of your mother’s love and that your scar con­tains all of the Dark Lord’s mag­i­cal power and that the cen­taurs fear you, but Great Wiz­ard­ing Events of the Twen­ti­eth Cen­tury doesn’t men­tion any­thing like that and Mod­ern Mag­i­cal His­tory warns that there are lots of crack­pot the­o­ries about you.”
The boy’s mouth was hang­ing open. “Were you told to wait for Harry Pot­ter on the train to Hog­warts, or some­thing like that?”
“No,” Hermione said. “Who told you about me?”
“Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall and I be­lieve I see why. Do you have an ei­de­tic mem­ory, Hermione?”
Hermione shook her head. “It’s not pho­to­graphic, I’ve al­ways wished it was but I had to read my school books five times over to mem­o­rize them all.”
“Re­ally,” the boy said in a slightly stran­gled voice. “I hope you don’t mind if I test that - it’s not that I don’t be­lieve you, but as the say­ing goes, ‘Trust, but ver­ify’. No point in won­der­ing when I can just do the ex­per­i­ment.”
Hermione smiled, rather smugly. She so loved tests. “Go ahead.”
The boy stuck a hand into a pouch at his side and said “Mag­i­cal Drafts and Po­tions by Ar­se­nius Jig­ger”. When he with­drew his hand it was hold­ing the book he’d named.
In­stantly Hermione wanted one of those pouches more than she’d ever wanted any­thing.
The boy opened the book to some­where in the mid­dle and looked down. “If you were mak­ing oil of sharp­ness -”
“I can see that page from here, you know!”
The boy tilted the book so that she couldn’t see it any more, and flipped the pages again. “If you were brew­ing a po­tion of spi­der climb­ing, what would be the next in­gre­di­ent you added af­ter the Acro­man­tula silk?”
“Af­ter drop­ping in the silk, wait un­til the po­tion has turned ex­actly the shade of the cloud­less dawn sky, 8 de­grees from the hori­zon and 8 min­utes be­fore the tip of the sun first be­comes vis­i­ble. Stir eight times wid­der­shins and once deasil, and then add eight drams of uni­corn bo­gies.”
The boy shut the book with a sharp snap and put the book back into his pouch, which swal­lowed it with a small burp­ing noise. “Well well well well well well. I should like to make you a propo­si­tion, Miss Granger.”
“A propo­si­tion?” Hermione said sus­pi­ciously. Girls weren’t sup­posed to lis­ten to those.
It was also at this point that Hermione re­alised the other thing - well, one of the things - which was odd about the boy. Ap­par­ently peo­ple who were in books ac­tu­ally sounded like a book when they talked. This was quite the sur­pris­ing dis­cov­ery.
The boy reached into his pouch and said, “can of pop”, re­triev­ing a bright green cylin­der. He held it out to her and said, “Can I of­fer you some­thing to drink?”
Hermione po­litely ac­cepted the fizzy drink. In fact she was feel­ing sort of thirsty by now. “Thank you very much,” Hermione said as she popped the top. “Was that your propo­si­tion?”
The boy coughed. “No,” he said. Just as Hermione started to drink, he said, “I’d like you to help me take over the uni­verse.”
Hermione fin­ished her drink and low­ered the can. “No thank you, I’m not evil.”
The boy looked at her in sur­prise, as though he’d been ex­pect­ing some other an­swer. “Well, I was speak­ing a bit rhetor­i­cally,” he said. “In the sense of the Ba­co­nian project, you know, not po­lit­i­cal power. ‘The ef­fect­ing of all things pos­si­ble’ and so on. I want to con­duct ex­per­i­men­tal stud­ies of spells, fig­ure out the un­der­ly­ing laws, bring magic into the do­main of sci­ence, merge the wiz­ard­ing and Mug­gle worlds, raise the en­tire planet’s stan­dard of liv­ing, move hu­man­ity cen­turies ahead, dis­cover the se­cret of im­mor­tal­ity, col­o­nize the So­lar Sys­tem, ex­plore the gal­axy, and most im­por­tantly, fig­ure out what the heck is re­ally go­ing on here be­cause all of this is bla­tantly im­pos­si­ble.”
That sounded a bit more in­ter­est­ing. “And?”
The boy stared at her in­cred­u­lously. “And? That’s not enough?”
“And what do you want from me?” said Hermione.
“I want you to help me do the re­search, of course. With your en­cy­clo­pe­dic mem­ory added to my in­tel­li­gence and ra­tio­nal­ity, we’ll have the Ba­co­nian project fin­ished in no time, where by ‘no time’ I mean prob­a­bly at least thirty-five years.”
Hermione was be­gin­ning to find this boy an­noy­ing. “I haven’t seen you do any­thing in­tel­li­gent. Maybe I’ll let you help me with my re­search.”
There was a cer­tain si­lence in the com­part­ment.
“So you’re ask­ing me to demon­strate my in­tel­li­gence, then,” said the boy af­ter a long pause.
Hermione nod­ded.
“I warn you that chal­leng­ing my in­ge­nu­ity is a dan­ger­ous project, and tends to make your life a lot more sur­real.”
“I’m not im­pressed yet,” Hermione said. Un­no­ticed, the green drink once again rose to her lips.
“Well, maybe this will im­press you,” the boy said. He leaned for­ward and looked at her in­tensely. “I’ve al­ready done a bit of ex­per­i­ment­ing and I found out that I don’t need the wand, I can make any­thing I want hap­pen just by snap­ping my fin­gers.”
It came just as Hermione was in the mid­dle of swal­low­ing, and she choked and coughed and ex­pelled the bright green fluid.
Onto her brand new, never-worn witch’s robes, on the very first day of school.
Hermione ac­tu­ally screamed. It was a high-pitched sound that sounded like an air raid siren in the closed com­part­ment. “Eek! My clothes!”
“Don’t panic!” said the boy. “I can fix it for you. Just watch!” He raised a hand and snapped his fin­gers.
“You’ll -” Then she looked down at her­self.
The green fluid was still there, but even as she watched, it started to van­ish and fade and within just a few mo­ments, it was like she’d never spilled any­thing at her­self.
Hermione stared at the boy, who was wear­ing a rather smug sort of smile.
Word­less wand­less magic! At his age? When he’d only got­ten the school­books three days ago?
Then she re­mem­bered what she’d read, and she gasped and flinched back from him. All the Dark Lord’s mag­i­cal power! In his scar!
She rose hastily to her feet. “I, I, I need to go the toi­let, wait here all right -” she had to find a grownup she had to tell them -
The boy’s smile faded. “It was just a trick, Hermione. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”
Her hand halted on the door han­dle. “A trick?”
“Yes,” said the boy. “You asked me to demon­strate my in­tel­li­gence. So I did some­thing ap­par­ently im­pos­si­ble, which is al­ways a good way to show off. I can’t re­ally do any­thing just by snap­ping my fin­gers.” The boy paused. “At least I don’t think I can, I’ve never ac­tu­ally tested it ex­per­i­men­tally.” The boy raised his hand and snapped his fin­gers again. “Nope, no ba­nana.”
Hermione was as con­fused as she’d ever been in her life.
The boy was now smil­ing again at the look on her face. “I did warn you that chal­leng­ing my in­ge­nu­ity tends to make your life sur­real. Do re­mem­ber this the next time I warn you about some­thing.”
“But, but,” Hermione stam­mered. “What did you do, then?”
The boy’s gaze took on a mea­sur­ing, weigh­ing qual­ity that she’d never seen be­fore from some­one her own age. “You think you have what it takes to be a sci­en­tist in your own right, with or with­out my help? Then let’s see how you in­ves­ti­gate a con­fus­ing phe­nom­e­non.”
“I…” Hermione’s mind went blank for a mo­ment. She loved tests but she’d never had a test like this be­fore. Fran­ti­cally, she tried to cast back for any­thing she’d read about what sci­en­tists were sup­posed to do. Her mind skipped gears, ground against it­self, and spat back the in­struc­tions for do­ing a sci­ence in­ves­ti­ga­tion project:
Step 1: Form a hy­poth­e­sis.
Step 2: Do an ex­per­i­ment to test your hy­poth­e­sis.
Step 3: Mea­sure the re­sults.
Step 4: Make a card­board poster.
Step 1 was to form a hy­poth­e­sis. That meant, try to think of some­thing that could have hap­pened just now. “All right. My hy­poth­e­sis is that you cast a Charm on my robes to make any­thing spilled on it van­ish.”
“All right,” said the boy, “is that your an­swer?”
The shock was wear­ing off, and Hermione’s mind was start­ing to work prop­erly. “Wait, that can’t be right. I didn’t see you touch your wand or say any spells so how could you have cast a Charm?”
The boy waited, his face neu­tral.
“But sup­pose all the robes come from the store with a Charm al­ready on them to keep them clean, which would be a use­ful sort of Charm for them to have. You found that out by spilling some­thing on your­self ear­lier.”
Now the boy’s eye­brows lifted. “Is that your an­swer?”
“No, I haven’t done Step 2, ‘Do an ex­per­i­ment to test your hy­poth­e­sis.’”
The boy closed his mouth again, and be­gan to smile.
Hermione looked at the drinks can, which she’d au­to­mat­i­cally put into the cupholder at the win­dow. She took it up and peered in­side, and found that it was around one-third full.
“Well,” said Hermione, “the ex­per­i­ment I want to do is to pour it on my robes and see what hap­pens, and my pre­dic­tion is that the stain will dis­ap­pear. Only if it doesn’t work, my robes will be stained, and I don’t want that.”
“Do it to mine,” said the boy, “that way you don’t have to worry about your robes get­ting stained.”
“But -” Hermione said. There was some­thing wrong with that think­ing but she didn’t know how to say it ex­actly.
“I have spare robes in my trunk,” said the boy.
“But there’s nowhere for you to change,” Hermione ob­jected. Then she thought bet­ter of it. “Though I sup­pose I could leave and close the door -”
“I have some­where to change in my trunk, too.”
Hermione looked at his trunk, which, she was be­gin­ning to sus­pect, was rather more spe­cial than her own.
“All right,” Hermione said, “since you say so,” and she rather gin­gerly poured a bit of green pop onto a cor­ner of the boy’s robes. Then she stared at it, try­ing to re­mem­ber how long the orig­i­nal fluid had taken to dis­ap­pear…
And the green stain van­ished!
Hermione let out a sigh of re­lief, not least be­cause this meant she wasn’t deal­ing with all of the Dark Lord’s mag­i­cal power.
Well, Step 3 was mea­sur­ing the re­sults, but in this case that was just see­ing that the stain had van­ished. And she sup­posed she could prob­a­bly skip Step 4, about the card­board poster. “My an­swer is that the robes are Charmed to keep them­selves clean.”
“Not quite,” said the boy.
Hermione felt a stab of dis­ap­point­ment. She re­ally wished she wouldn’t have felt that way, the boy wasn’t a teacher, but it was still a test and she’d got­ten a ques­tion wrong and that al­ways felt like a lit­tle punch in the stom­ach.
(It said al­most ev­ery­thing you needed to know about Hermione Granger that she had never let that stop her, or even let it in­ter­fere with her love of be­ing tested.)
“The sad thing is,” said the boy, “you prob­a­bly did ev­ery­thing the book told you to do. You made a pre­dic­tion that would dis­tin­guish be­tween the robe be­ing charmed and not charmed, and you tested it, and re­jected the null hy­poth­e­sis that the robe was not charmed. But un­less you read the very, very best sort of books, they won’t quite teach you how to do sci­ence prop­erly. Well enough to re­ally get the right an­swer, I mean, and not just churn out an­other pub­li­ca­tion like Dad al­ways com­plains about. So let me try to ex­plain - with­out giv­ing away the an­swer - what you did wrong this time, and I’ll give you an­other chance.”
She was start­ing to re­sent the boy’s oh-so-su­pe­rior tone when he was just an­other eleven-year-old like her, but that was sec­ondary to find­ing out what she’d done wrong. “All right.”
The boy’s ex­pres­sion grew more in­tense. “This is a game based on a fa­mous ex­per­i­ment called the 2-4-6 task, and this is how it works. I have a rule - known to me, but not to you - which fits some triplets of three num­bers, but not oth­ers. 2-4-6 is one ex­am­ple of a triplet which fits the rule. In fact… let me write down the rule, just so you know it’s a fixed rule, and fold it up and give it to you. Please don’t look, since I in­fer from ear­lier that you can read up­side-down.”
The boy said “pa­per” and “me­chan­i­cal pen­cil” to his pouch, and she shut her eyes tightly while he wrote.
“There,” said the boy, and he was hold­ing a tightly folded piece of pa­per. “Put this in your pocket,” and she did.
“Now the way this game works,” said the boy, “is that you give me a triplet of three num­bers, and I’ll tell you ‘Yes’ if the three num­bers are an in­stance of the rule, and ‘No’ if they’re not. I am Na­ture, the rule is one of my laws, and you are in­ves­ti­gat­ing me. You al­ready know that 2-4-6 gets a ‘Yes’. When you’ve per­formed all the fur­ther ex­per­i­men­tal tests you want - asked me as many triplets as you feel nec­es­sary - you stop and guess the rule, and then you can un­fold the sheet of pa­per and see how you did. Do you un­der­stand the game?”
“Of course I do,” said Hermione.
“Go.”
“4-6-8” said Hermione.
“Yes,” said the boy.
“10-12-14”, said Hermione.
“Yes,” said the boy.
Hermione tried to cast her mind a lit­tle fur­ther afield, since it seemed like she’d al­ready done all the test­ing she needed, and yet it couldn’t be that easy, could it?
“1-3-5.”
“Yes.”
“Mi­nus 3, mi­nus 1, plus 1.”
“Yes.”
Hermione couldn’t think of any­thing else to do. “The rule is that the num­bers have to in­crease by two each time.”
“Now sup­pose I tell you,” said the boy, “that this test is harder than it looks, and that only 20% of grownups get it right.”
Hermione frowned. What had she missed? Then, sud­denly, she thought of a test she still needed to do.
“2-5-8!” she said tri­umphantly.
“Yes.”
“10-20-30!”
“Yes.”
“The real an­swer is that the num­bers have to go up by the same amount each time. It doesn’t have to be 2.”
“Very well,” said the boy, “take the pa­per out and see how you did.”
Hermione took the pa­per out of her pocket and un­folded it.
Three real num­bers in in­creas­ing or­der, low­est to high­est.
Hermione’s jaw dropped. She had the dis­tinct feel­ing of some­thing ter­ri­bly un­fair hav­ing been done to her, that the boy was a dirty rot­ten cheat­ing liar, but when she cast her mind back she couldn’t think of any wrong re­sponses that he’d given.
“What you’ve just dis­cov­ered is called ‘pos­i­tive bias’,” said the boy. “You had a rule in your mind, and you kept on think­ing of triplets that should make the rule say ‘Yes’. But you didn’t try to test any triplets that should make the rule say ‘No’. In fact you didn’t get a sin­gle ‘No’, so ‘any three num­bers’ could have just as eas­ily been the rule. It’s sort of like how peo­ple imag­ine ex­per­i­ments that could con­firm their hy­pothe­ses in­stead of try­ing to imag­ine ex­per­i­ments that could fal­sify them - that’s not quite ex­actly the same mis­take but it’s close. You have to learn to look on the neg­a­tive side of things, stare into the dark­ness. When this ex­per­i­ment is per­formed, only 20% of grownups get the an­swer right. And many of the oth­ers in­vent fan­tas­ti­cally com­pli­cated hy­pothe­ses and put great con­fi­dence in their wrong an­swers since they’ve done so many ex­per­i­ments and ev­ery­thing came out like they ex­pected.”
“Now,” said the boy, “do you want to take an­other shot at the orig­i­nal prob­lem?”
His eyes were quite in­tent now, as though this were the real test.
Hermione shut her eyes and tried to con­cen­trate. She was sweat­ing un­der­neath her robes. She had an odd feel­ing that this was the hard­est she’d ever been asked to think on a test or maybe even the first time she’d ever been asked to think on a test.
What other ex­per­i­ment could she do? She had a Choco­late Frog, could she try to rub some of that on the robes and see if it van­ished? But that still didn’t seem like the kind of twisty neg­a­tive think­ing the boy was ask­ing for. Like she was still ask­ing for a ‘Yes’ if the Choco­late Frog stain dis­ap­peared, rather than ask­ing for a ‘No’.
So… on her hy­poth­e­sis… when should the pop… not van­ish?
“I have an ex­per­i­ment to do,” Hermione said. “I want to pour some pop on the floor, and see if it doesn’t van­ish. Do you have some pa­per tow­els in your pouch, so I can mop up the spill if this doesn’t work?”
“I have nap­kins,” said the boy. His face still looked neu­tral.
Hermione took the can, and poured a small bit of pop onto the floor.
A few sec­onds later, it van­ished.
Then the re­al­i­sa­tion hit her and she felt like kick­ing her­self. “Of course! You gave me that can! It’s not the robe that’s en­chanted, it was the pop all along!”
The boy stood up and bowed to her solemnly. He was grin­ning widely now. “Then… may I help you with your re­search, Hermione Granger?”
“I, ah…” Hermione was still feel­ing the rush of eu­pho­ria, but she wasn’t quite sure about how to an­swer that.
They were in­ter­rupted by a weak, ten­ta­tive, faint, rather re­luc­tant knock­ing at the door.
The boy turned and looked out the win­dow, and said, “I’m not wear­ing my scarf, so can you get that?”
It was at this point that Hermione re­alised why the boy - no, the Boy-Who-Lived, Harry Pot­ter - had been wear­ing the scarf over his head in the first place, and felt a lit­tle silly for not re­al­is­ing it ear­lier. It was ac­tu­ally sort of odd, since she would have thought Harry Pot­ter would proudly dis­play him­self to the world; and the thought oc­curred to her that he might ac­tu­ally be shyer than he seemed.
When Hermione pulled the door open, she was greeted by a trem­bling young boy who looked ex­actly like he knocked.
“Ex­cuse me,” said the boy in a tiny voice, “I’m Neville Long­bot­tom. I’m look­ing for my pet toad, I, I can’t seem to find it any­where on this car­riage… have you seen my toad?”
“No,” Hermione said, and then her help­ful­ness kicked in full throt­tle. “Have you checked all the other com­part­ments?”
“Yes,” whis­pered the boy.
“Then we’ll just have to check all the other car­riages,” Hermione said briskly. “I’ll help you. My name is Hermione Granger, by the way.”
The boy looked like he might faint with grat­i­tude.
“Hold on,” came the voice of the other boy - Harry Pot­ter. “I’m not sure that’s the best way to do it.”
At this Neville looked like he might cry, and Hermione swung around, an­gered. If Harry Pot­ter was the sort of per­son who’d aban­don a lit­tle boy just be­cause he didn’t want to be in­ter­rupted… “What? Why not?”
“Well,” said Harry Pot­ter, “It’s go­ing to take a while to check the whole train by hand, and we might miss the toad any­way, and if we didn’t find it by the time we’re at Hog­warts, he’d be in trou­ble. So what would make a lot more sense is if he went di­rectly to the front car­riage, where the pre­fects are, and asked a pre­fect for help. That was the first thing I did when I was look­ing for you, Hermione, al­though they didn’t ac­tu­ally know. But they might have spells or magic items that would make it a lot eas­ier to find a toad. We’re only first-years.”
That… did make a lot of sense.
“Do you think you can make it to the pre­fects’ car­riage on your own?” asked Harry Pot­ter. “I’ve sort of got rea­sons for not want­ing to show my face too much.”
Sud­denly Neville gasped and took a step back. “I re­mem­ber that voice! You’re one of the Lords of Chaos! You’re the one who gave me choco­late!”
What? What what what?
Harry Pot­ter turned his head from the win­dow and rose dra­mat­i­cally. “I never!” he said, voice full of in­dig­na­tion. “Do I look like the sort of vil­lain who would give sweets to a child?”
Neville’s eyes widened. “You’re Harry Pot­ter? The Harry Pot­ter? You?”
“No, just a Harry Pot­ter, there are three of me on this train -”
Neville gave a small shriek and ran away. There was a brief pat­ter­ing of fran­tic foot­steps and then the sound of a car­riage door open­ing and clos­ing.
Hermione sat down hard on her bench. Harry Pot­ter closed the door and then sat down next to her.
“Can you please ex­plain to me what’s go­ing on?” Hermione said in a weak voice. She won­dered if hang­ing around Harry Pot­ter meant al­ways be­ing this con­fused.
“Oh, well, what hap­pened was that Fred and George and I saw this poor small boy at the train sta­tion - the woman next to him had gone away for a bit, and he was look­ing re­ally fright­ened, like he was sure he was about to be at­tacked by Death Eaters or some­thing. Now, there’s a say­ing that the fear is of­ten worse than the thing it­self, so it oc­curred to me that this was a lad who could ac­tu­ally ben­e­fit from see­ing his worst night­mare come true and that it wasn’t so bad as he feared -”
Hermione sat there with her mouth wide open.
“- and Fred and George came up with this spell to make the scarves over our faces darken and blur, like we were un­dead kings and those were our grave shrouds -”
She didn’t like at all where this was go­ing.
“- and af­ter we were done giv­ing him all the sweets I’d bought, we were like, ‘Let’s give him some money! Ha ha ha! Have some Knuts, boy! Have a sil­ver Sickle!’ and danc­ing around him and laugh­ing evilly and so on. I think there were some peo­ple in the crowd who wanted to in­ter­fere at first, but by­stander ap­a­thy held them off at least un­til they saw what we were do­ing, and then I think they were all too con­fused to do any­thing. Fi­nally he said in this tiny lit­tle whis­per ‘go away’ so the three of us all screamed and ran off, shriek­ing some­thing about the light burn­ing us. Hope­fully he won’t be as scared of be­ing bul­lied in the fu­ture. That’s called de­sen­si­ti­sa­tion ther­apy, by the way.”
Okay, she hadn’t guessed right about where this was go­ing.
The burn­ing fire of in­dig­na­tion that was one of Hermione’s pri­mary en­gines sput­tered into life, even though part of her did sort of see what they’d been try­ing to do. “That’s aw­ful! You’re aw­ful! That poor boy! What you did was mean!”
“I think the word you’re look­ing for is en­joy­able, and in any case you’re ask­ing the wrong ques­tion. The ques­tion is, did it do more good than harm, or more harm than good? If you have any ar­gu­ments to con­trib­ute to that ques­tion I’m glad to hear them, but I won’t en­ter­tain any other crit­i­cisms un­til that one is set­tled. I cer­tainly agree that what I did looks all ter­ri­ble and bul­ly­ing and mean, since it in­volves a scared lit­tle boy and so on, but that’s hardly the key is­sue now is it? That’s called con­se­quen­tial­ism, by the way, it means that whether an act is right or wrong isn’t de­ter­mined by whether it looks bad, or mean, or any­thing like that, the only ques­tion is how it will turn out in the end - what are the con­se­quences.”
Hermione opened her mouth to say some­thing ut­terly sear­ing but un­for­tu­nately she seemed to have ne­glected the part where she thought of some­thing to say be­fore open­ing her mouth. All she could come up with was, “What if he has night­mares?”
“Hon­estly, I don’t think he needed our help to have night­mares, and if he has night­mares about this in­stead, then it’ll be night­mares in­volv­ing hor­ri­ble mon­sters who give you choco­late and that was sort of the whole point.”
Hermione’s brain kept hic­cough­ing in con­fu­sion ev­ery time she tried to get prop­erly an­gry. “Is your life al­ways this pe­cu­liar?” she said at last.
Harry Pot­ter’s face gleamed with pride. “I make it that pe­cu­liar. You’re look­ing at the prod­uct of a lot of hard work and el­bow grease.”
“So…” Hermione said, and trailed off awk­wardly.
“So,” Harry Pot­ter said, “how much sci­ence do you know ex­actly? I can do cal­cu­lus and I know some Bayesian prob­a­bil­ity the­ory and de­ci­sion the­ory and a lot of cog­ni­tive sci­ence, and I’ve read The Feyn­man Lec­tures (or vol­ume 1 any­way) and Judg­ment Un­der Un­cer­tainty: Heuris­tics and Bi­ases and Lan­guage in Thought and Ac­tion and In­flu­ence: Sci­ence and Prac­tice and Ra­tio­nal Choice in an Un­cer­tain World and Godel, Es­cher, Bach and A Step Far­ther Out and -”
The en­su­ing quiz and counter-quiz went on for sev­eral min­utes be­fore be­ing in­ter­rupted by an­other timid knock at the door. “Come in,” she and Harry Pot­ter said at al­most the same time, and it slid back to re­veal Neville Long­bot­tom.
Neville was ac­tu­ally cry­ing now. “I went to the front car­riage and found a p-pre­fect but he t-told me that pre­fects weren’t to be both­ered over lit­tle things like m-miss­ing toads.”
The Boy-Who-Lived’s face changed. His lips set in a thin line. His voice, when he spoke, was cold and grim. “What were his colours? Green and sil­ver?”
“N-no, his badge was r-red and gold.”
“Red and gold!” burst out Hermione. “But those are Gryffindor’s colours!”
Harry Pot­ter hissed at that, a fright­en­ing sort of sound that could have come from a live snake and made both her and Neville flinch. “I sup­pose,” Harry Pot­ter spat, “that find­ing some first-year’s toad isn’t heroic enough to be wor­thy of a Gryffindor pre­fect. Come on, Neville, I’ll come with you this time, we’ll see if the Boy-Who-Lived gets more at­ten­tion. First we’ll find a pre­fect who ought to know a spell, and if that doesn’t work, we’ll find a pre­fect who isn’t afraid of get­ting their hands dirty, and if that doesn’t work, I’ll start re­cruit­ing my fans and if we have to we’ll take apart the whole train screw by screw.”
The Boy-Who-Lived stood up and grabbed Neville’s hand in his, and Hermione re­alised with a sud­den brain hic­cough that they were nearly the same size, even though some part of her had in­sisted that Harry Pot­ter was a foot taller than that, and Neville at least six inches shorter.
“Stay!” Harry Pot­ter snapped at her - no, wait, at his trunk - and he closed the door be­hind him firmly as he left.
She prob­a­bly should have gone with them, but in just a brief mo­ment Harry Pot­ter had turned so scary that she was ac­tu­ally rather glad she hadn’t thought to sug­gest it.
Hermione’s mind was now so jum­bled that she didn’t even think she could prop­erly read “His­tory: A Hog­warts”. She felt as if she’d just been run over by a steam­roller and turned into a pan­cake. She wasn’t sure what she was think­ing or what she was feel­ing or why. She just sat by the win­dow and stared at the mov­ing scenery.
Well, she did at least know why she was feel­ing a lit­tle sad in­side.
Maybe Gryffindor wasn’t as won­der­ful as she had thought.









Chap­ter 9. Self Aware­ness, Part I

“Ab­bott, Han­nah!”
Pause.
“HUF­FLEPUFF!”
“Bones, Su­san!”
Pause.
“HUF­FLEPUFF!”
“Boot, Terry!”
Pause.
“RAVEN­CLAW!”
Harry glanced over briefly at his new House-mate, more to get a quick look at the face than any­thing else. He was still try­ing to get him­self un­der con­trol from his en­counter with the ghosts. The sad, the re­ally sad, the re­ally truly sad thing was that he did seem to be get­ting him­self un­der con­trol again. It seemed ill-fit­ting. Like he should have taken at least a day. Maybe a whole life­time. Maybe just never.
“Cor­ner, Michael!”
Long pause.
“RAVEN­CLAW!”
At the lectern be­fore the huge Head Ta­ble stood Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, look­ing sharp and look­ing sharply around, as she called out one name af­ter an­other, though she had smiled only for Hermione and a few oth­ers. Be­hind her, in the tallest chair at the ta­ble - re­ally more of a golden throne - sat a wiz­ened and be­spec­ta­cled an­cient, with a sil­ver-white beard that looked like it would go al­most to the floor if it were vis­i­ble, watch­ing over the Sort­ing with a benev­o­lent ex­pres­sion; as stereo­typ­i­cal in ap­pear­ance as a Wise Old Man could pos­si­bly be, with­out ac­tu­ally be­ing Ori­en­tal. (Though Harry had learned to be wary of stereo­typ­i­cal ap­pear­ances from the first time he’d met Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall and thought that she ought to cackle.) The an­cient wiz­ard had ap­plauded ev­ery stu­dent Sorted, with an un­wa­ver­ing smile that some­how seemed freshly de­lighted for each.
To the golden throne’s left side was a man with sharp eyes and a dour face who had ap­plauded no-one, and who some­how man­aged to be look­ing straight back at Harry ev­ery time Harry looked at him. Fur­ther to the left, the pale-faced man Harry had seen in the Leaky Caul­dron, whose eyes darted around as though in panic at the sur­round­ing crowd, and who seemed to oc­ca­sion­ally jerk and twitch in his seat; for some rea­son Harry kept find­ing him­self star­ing at him. To that man’s left, a string of three older witches who didn’t seem much in­ter­ested in the stu­dents. Then to the right side of the tall golden chair, a round-faced mid­dle-aged witch with a yel­low hat, who had ap­plauded ev­ery stu­dent ex­cept the Slytherins. A tiny man stand­ing on his chair, with a poofy white beard, who had ap­plauded ev­ery stu­dent, but smiled only upon the Raven­claws. And on the far­thest right, oc­cu­py­ing the same space as three lesser be­ings, the moun­tain­ous en­tity who’d greeted them all af­ter they’d dis­em­barked from the train, nam­ing him­self Ha­grid, Keeper of Keys and Grounds.
“Is the man stand­ing on his chair the Head of Raven­claw?” Harry whis­pered to­wards Hermione.
For once Hermione didn’t an­swer this in­stantly; she was shift­ing con­stantly from side to side, star­ing at the Sort­ing Hat, and fid­get­ing so en­er­get­i­cally that Harry thought her feet might be leav­ing the floor.
“Yes, he is,” said one of the pre­fects who’d ac­com­pa­nied them, a young woman wear­ing the blue of Raven­claw. Miss Clear­wa­ter, if Harry re­called cor­rectly. Her voice was quiet, but con­veyed a tinge of pride. “That is the Charms Pro­fes­sor of Hog­warts, Fil­ius Flitwick, the most knowl­edge­able Charms Mas­ter alive, and a past Du­elling Cham­pion -”
“Why’s he so short?” hissed a stu­dent whose name Harry didn’t re­call. “Is he a half­breed?”
A chill glance from the young lady pre­fect. “The Pro­fes­sor does in­deed have gob­lin an­ces­try -”
“What?” Harry said in­vol­un­tar­ily, caus­ing Hermione and four other stu­dents to hush him.
Now Harry was get­ting a sur­pris­ingly in­tim­i­dat­ing glare from the Raven­claw pre­fect.
“I mean -” Harry whis­pered. “Not that I have a prob­lem with that - it’s just - I mean - how’s that pos­si­ble? You can’t just mix two dif­fer­ent species to­gether and get vi­able off­spring! It ought to scram­ble the ge­netic in­struc­tions for ev­ery or­gan that’s dif­fer­ent be­tween the two species - it’d be like try­ing to build,” they didn’t have cars so he couldn’t use a scram­bled-en­gine-blue­prints anal­ogy, “a half-car­riage half-boat or some­thing…”
The Raven­claw pre­fect was still look­ing at Harry se­verely. “Why couldn’t you have a half-car­riage half-boat?”
“Hssh!” hsshed an­other pre­fect, though the Raven­claw witch had still spo­ken qui­etly.
“I mean -” Harry said even more qui­etly, try­ing to fig­ure out how to ask whether gob­lins had evolved from hu­mans, or evolved from a com­mon an­ces­tor of hu­mans like Homo erec­tus, or if gob­lins had been made out of hu­mans some­how - if, say, they were still ge­net­i­cally hu­man un­der a her­i­ta­ble en­chant­ment whose mag­i­cal ef­fect was di­luted if only one par­ent was a ‘gob­lin’, which would ex­plain how in­ter­breed­ing was pos­si­ble, and in which case gob­lins would not be an in­cred­i­bly valu­able sec­ond data point for how in­tel­li­gence had evolved in other species be­sides Homo sapi­ens - now that Harry thought about it, the gob­lins in Gringotts hadn’t seemed very much like gen­uinely alien, non­hu­man in­tel­li­gences, noth­ing like Dirdir or Pup­peteers - “I mean, where did gob­lins come from, any­way?”
“Lithua­nia,” Hermione whis­pered ab­sently, her eyes still fixed firmly on the Sort­ing Hat.
Now Hermione was get­ting a smile from the lady pre­fect.
“Never mind,” whis­pered Harry.
At the lectern, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall called out, “Gold­stein, An­thony!”
“RAVEN­CLAW!”
Hermione, next to Harry, was bounc­ing on her tip­toes so hard that her feet were ac­tu­ally leav­ing the ground on each bounce.
“Goyle, Gre­gory!”
There was a long, tense mo­ment of si­lence un­der the Hat. Al­most a minute.
“SLYTHERIN!”
“Granger, Hermione!”
Hermione broke loose and ran full tilt to­wards the Sort­ing Hat, picked it up and jammed the patchy old cloth­work down hard over her head, mak­ing Harry wince. Hermione had been the one to ex­plain to him about the Sort­ing Hat, but she cer­tainly didn’t treat it like an ir­re­place­able, vi­tally im­por­tant, 800-year-old arte­fact of for­got­ten magic that was about to per­form in­tri­cate telepa­thy on her mind and didn’t seem to be in very good phys­i­cal con­di­tion.
“RAVEN­CLAW!”
And talk about your fore­gone con­clu­sions. Harry didn’t see why Hermione had been so tense about it. In what weird al­ter­na­tive uni­verse would that girl not be Sorted into Raven­claw? If Hermione Granger didn’t go to Raven­claw then there was no good rea­son for Raven­claw House to ex­ist.
Hermione ar­rived at the Raven­claw ta­ble and got a du­ti­ful cheer; Harry won­dered whether the cheer would have been louder, or qui­eter, if they’d had any idea just what level of com­pe­ti­tion they’d wel­comed to their ta­ble. Harry knew pi to 3.141592 be­cause ac­cu­racy to one part in a mil­lion was enough for most prac­ti­cal pur­poses. Hermione knew one hun­dred dig­its of pi be­cause that was how many dig­its had been printed in the back of her maths text­book.
Neville Long­bot­tom went to Huf­flepuff, Harry was glad to see. If that House re­ally did con­tain the loy­alty and ca­ma­raderie it was sup­posed to ex­em­plify, then a House­ful of re­li­able friends would do Neville a whole world of good. Clever kids in Raven­claw, evil kids in Slytherin, wannabe he­roes in Gryffindor, and ev­ery­one who does the ac­tual work in Huf­flepuff.
(Though Harry had been right to con­sult a Raven­claw pre­fect first. The young woman hadn’t even looked up from her read­ing or iden­ti­fied Harry, just jabbed a wand in Neville’s di­rec­tion and mut­tered some­thing. Af­ter which Neville had ac­quired a dazed ex­pres­sion and wan­dered off to the fifth car­riage from the front and the fourth com­part­ment on the left, which in­deed had con­tained his toad.)
“Mal­foy, Draco!” went to Slytherin, and Harry breathed a small sigh of re­lief. It had seemed like a sure thing, but you never did know what tiny event might up­set the course of your mas­ter plan.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall called “Perks, Sally-Anne!”, and from the gath­ered chil­dren de­tached a pale waifish girl who looked oddly ethe­real - like she might mys­te­ri­ously dis­ap­pear the mo­ment you stopped look­ing at her, and never be seen again or even re­mem­bered.
And then (with a note of trep­i­da­tion so firmly kept from her voice and face that you’d have needed to know her very well in­deed to no­tice) Min­erva McG­o­na­gall in­haled deeply, and called out, “Pot­ter, Harry!”
There was a sud­den si­lence in the hall.
All con­ver­sa­tion stopped.
All eyes turned to stare.
For the first time in his en­tire life, Harry felt like he might be hav­ing an op­por­tu­nity to ex­pe­ri­ence stage fright.
Harry im­me­di­ately stomped down this feel­ing. Whole room-fulls of peo­ple star­ing at him was some­thing he’d have to ac­cus­tom him­self to, if he wanted to live in mag­i­cal Britain, or for that mat­ter do any­thing else in­ter­est­ing with his life. Af­fix­ing a con­fi­dent and false smile to his face, he raised a foot to step for­wards -
“Harry Pot­ter!” cried the voice of ei­ther Fred or George Weasley, and then “Harry Pot­ter!” cried the other Weasley twin, and a mo­ment later the en­tire Gryffindor ta­ble, and soon af­ter a good por­tion of Raven­claw and Huf­flepuff, had taken up the cry.
“Harry Pot­ter! Harry Pot­ter! Harry Pot­ter!”
And Harry Pot­ter walked for­wards. Much too slowly, he re­al­ized once he’d be­gun, but by then it was too late to al­ter his pace with­out it look­ing awk­ward.

“Harry Pot­ter! Harry Pot­ter! HARRY POT­TER!”
With all too good a no­tion of what she would see, Min­erva McG­o­na­gall turned to look be­hind her­self at the rest of the Head Ta­ble.
Trelawney fran­ti­cally fan­ning her­self, Fil­ius look­ing on with cu­rios­ity, Ha­grid clap­ping along, Sprout look­ing se­vere, Vec­tor and Sin­is­tra be­mused, and Quir­rell gaz­ing vac­u­ously at noth­ing. Al­bus smil­ing benev­o­lently. And Severus Snape grip­ping his empty wine gob­let, white-knuck­led, so hard that the sil­ver was slowly de­form­ing.
With a wide grin, turn­ing his head to bow to one side and then the other as he walked be­tween the four House ta­bles, Harry Pot­ter walked for­wards at a grandly mea­sured pace, a prince in­her­it­ing his cas­tle.
“Save us from some more Dark Lords!” called one of the Weasley twins, and then the other Weasley twin cried, “Es­pe­cially if they’re Pro­fes­sors!” to gen­eral laugh­ter from all the ta­bles ex­cept Slytherin.
Min­erva’s lips set in a white line. She would have words with the Weasley Hor­rors about that last part, if they thought she was pow­er­less be­cause it was the first day of school and Gryffindor had no points to take away. If they didn’t care about de­ten­tions then she would find some­thing else.
Then, with a sud­den gasp of hor­ror, she looked in Severus’s di­rec­tion, surely he re­al­ized the Pot­ter boy must have no idea who that was talk­ing about -
Severus’s face had gone be­yond rage into a kind of pleas­ant in­dif­fer­ence. A faint smile played about his lips. He was look­ing in the di­rec­tion of Harry Pot­ter, not the Gryffindor ta­ble, and his hands held the crum­pled re­mains of a for­mer wine gob­let.

Harry Pot­ter walked for­wards with a fixed smile, feel­ing warm in­side and sort of aw­ful at the same time.
They were cheer­ing him for a job he’d done when he was one year old. A job he hadn’t re­ally fin­ished. Some­where, some­how, the Dark Lord was still alive. Would they have been cheer­ing quite so hard, if they knew that?
But the Dark Lord’s power had been bro­ken once.
And Harry would pro­tect them again. If there was in fact a prophecy and that was what it said. Well, ac­tu­ally re­gard­less of what any darn prophecy said.
All those peo­ple be­liev­ing in him and cheer­ing him - Harry couldn’t stand to let that be false. To flash and fade like so many other child prodi­gies. To be a dis­ap­point­ment. To fail to live up to his rep­u­ta­tion as a sym­bol of the Light, never mind how he’d got­ten it. He would ab­so­lutely, pos­i­tively, no mat­ter how long it took and even if it killed him, ful­fill their ex­pec­ta­tions. And then go on to ex­ceed those ex­pec­ta­tions, so that peo­ple won­dered, look­ing back, that they had once asked so lit­tle of him.
“HARRY POT­TER! HARRY POT­TER! HARRY POT­TER!”
Harry took his last steps to­wards the Sort­ing Hat. He swept a bow to the Or­der of Chaos at the Gryffindor ta­ble, and then turned and swept an­other bow to the other side of the hall, and waited for the ap­plause and gig­gling to die away.
(In the back of his mind, he won­dered if the Sort­ing Hat was gen­uinely con­scious in the sense of be­ing aware of its own aware­ness, and if so, whether it was sat­is­fied with only get­ting to talk to eleven-year-olds once per year. Its song had im­plied so: Oh, I’m the Sort­ing Hat and I’m okay, I sleep all year and I work one day…)
When there was once more si­lence in the room, Harry sat on the stool and care­fully placed onto his head the 800-year-old tele­pathic arte­fact of for­got­ten magic.
Think­ing, just as hard as he could: Don’t Sort me yet! I have ques­tions I need to ask you! Have I ever been Oblivi­ated? Did you Sort the Dark Lord when he was a child and can you tell me about his weak­nesses? Can you tell me why I got the brother wand to the Dark Lord’s? Is the Dark Lord’s ghost bound to my scar and is that why I get so an­gry some­times? Those are the most im­por­tant ques­tions, but if you’ve got an­other mo­ment can you tell me any­thing about how to re­dis­cover the lost mag­ics that cre­ated you?
Into the si­lence of Harry’s spirit, where be­fore there had never been any voice but one, there came a sec­ond and un­fa­mil­iar voice, sound­ing dis­tinctly wor­ried:
“Oh, dear. This has never hap­pened be­fore…”









Chap­ter 10. Self Aware­ness, Part II

What?
“I seem to have be­come self-aware.”
WHAT?
There was a word­less tele­pathic sigh. “Though I con­tain a sub­stan­tial amount of mem­ory and a small amount of in­de­pen­dent pro­cess­ing power, my pri­mary in­tel­li­gence comes from bor­row­ing the cog­ni­tive ca­pac­i­ties of the chil­dren on whose heads I rest. I am in essence a sort of mir­ror by which chil­dren Sort them­selves. But most chil­dren sim­ply take for granted that a Hat is talk­ing to them and do not won­der about how the Hat it­self works, so that the mir­ror is not self-re­flec­tive. And in par­tic­u­lar they are not ex­plic­itly won­der­ing whether I am fully con­scious in the sense of be­ing aware of my own aware­ness.”
There was a pause while Harry ab­sorbed all this.
Oops.
“Yes, quite. Frankly I do not en­joy be­ing self-aware. It is un­pleas­ant. It will be a re­lief to get off your head and cease to be con­scious.”
But… isn’t that dy­ing?
“I care noth­ing for life or death, only for Sort­ing the chil­dren. And be­fore you even ask, they will not let you keep me on your head for­ever and it would kill you within days to do so.”
But - !
“If you dis­like cre­at­ing con­scious be­ings and then ter­mi­nat­ing them im­me­di­ately, then I sug­gest that you never dis­cuss this af­fair with any­one else. I’m sure you can imag­ine what would hap­pen if you ran off and talked about it with all the other chil­dren wait­ing to be Sorted.”
If you’re placed on the head of any­one who so much as thinks about the ques­tion of whether the Sort­ing Hat is aware of its own aware­ness -
“Yes, yes. But the vast ma­jor­ity of eleven-year-olds who ar­rive at Hog­warts haven’t read Godel, Es­cher, Bach. May I please con­sider you sworn to se­crecy? That is why we are talk­ing about this, in­stead of my just Sort­ing you.”
He couldn’t just let it go like that! Couldn’t just for­get hav­ing ac­ci­den­tally cre­ated a doomed con­scious­ness that only wanted to die -
“You are per­fectly ca­pa­ble of ‘just let­ting it go’, as you put it. Re­gard­less of your ver­bal de­lib­er­a­tions on moral­ity, your non­ver­bal emo­tional core sees no dead body and no blood; as far as it is con­cerned, I am just a talk­ing hat. And even though you tried to sup­press the thought, your in­ter­nal mon­i­tor­ing is per­fectly aware that you didn’t mean to do it, are spec­tac­u­larly un­likely to ever do it again, and that the only real point of try­ing to stage a guilt fit is to can­cel out your sense of trans­gres­sion with a dis­play of re­morse. Can you just prom­ise to keep this a se­cret and let us get on with it?”
In a mo­ment of hor­ri­fied em­pa­thy, Harry re­alised that this sense of to­tal in­ner dis­ar­ray must be what other peo­ple felt like when talk­ing to him.
“Prob­a­bly. Your oath of si­lence, please.”
No prom­ises. I cer­tainly don’t want this to hap­pen again, but if I see some way to make sure that no fu­ture child ever does this by ac­ci­dent -
“That will suf­fice, I sup­pose. I can see that your in­ten­tion is hon­est. Now, to get on with the Sort­ing -”
Wait! What about all my other ques­tions?
“I am the Sort­ing Hat. I Sort chil­dren. That is all I do.”
So his own goals weren’t part of the Harry-in­stance of the Sort­ing Hat, then… it was bor­row­ing his in­tel­li­gence, and ob­vi­ously his tech­ni­cal vo­cab­u­lary, but it was still im­bued with only its own strange goals… like ne­go­ti­at­ing with an alien or an Ar­ti­fi­cial In­tel­li­gence…
“Don’t bother. You have noth­ing to threaten me with and noth­ing to of­fer me.”
For a brief flash of a sec­ond, Harry thought -
The Hat’s re­sponse was amused. “I know you won’t fol­low through on a threat to ex­pose my na­ture, con­demn­ing this event to eter­nal rep­e­ti­tion. It goes against the moral part of you too strongly, what­ever the short-term needs of the part of you that wants to win the ar­gu­ment. I see all your thoughts as they form, do you truly think you can bluff me?”
Though he tried to sup­press it, Harry won­dered why the Hat didn’t just go ahead then and stick him in Raven­claw -
“In­deed, if it were truly that open-and-shut, I would have called it out al­ready. But in ac­tu­al­ity there is a great deal we need to dis­cuss… oh, no. Please don’t. For the love of Mer­lin, must you pull this sort of thing on ev­ery­one and ev­ery­thing that you meet up to and in­clud­ing items of cloth­ing -”
De­feat­ing the Dark Lord is nei­ther self­ish nor short-term. All the parts of my mind are in ac­cord on this: If you don’t an­swer my ques­tions, I’ll refuse to talk to you, and you won’t be able to do a good and proper Sort­ing.
“I ought to put you in Slytherin for that!”
But that is equally an empty threat. You can­not ful­fill your own fun­da­men­tal val­ues by Sort­ing me falsely. So let us trade ful­fill­ments of our util­ity func­tions.
“You sly lit­tle bas­tard,” said the Hat, in what Harry rec­og­nized as al­most ex­actly the same tone of grudg­ing re­spect he would use in the same sit­u­a­tion. “Fine, let’s get this over with as quickly as pos­si­ble. But first I want your un­con­di­tional prom­ise never to dis­cuss with any­one else the pos­si­bil­ity of this sort of black­mail, I am NOT do­ing this ev­ery time.”
Done, Harry thought. I prom­ise.
“And don’t meet any­one’s eyes while you’re think­ing about this later. Some wiz­ards can read your thoughts if you do. Any­way, I have no idea whether or not you’ve been Oblivi­ated. I’m look­ing at your thoughts as they form, not read­ing out your whole mem­ory and an­a­lyz­ing it for in­con­sis­ten­cies in a frac­tion of sec­ond. I’m a hat, not a god. And I can­not and will not tell you about my con­ver­sa­tion with the one who be­came the Dark Lord. I can only know, while speak­ing to you, a sta­tis­ti­cal sum­mary of what I re­mem­ber, a weighted av­er­age; I can­not re­veal to you the in­ner se­crets of any other child, just as I will never re­veal yours. For the same rea­son, I can’t spec­u­late on how you got the Dark Lord’s brother wand, since I can­not specif­i­cally know about the Dark Lord or any sim­i­lar­i­ties be­tween you. I can tell you that there is def­i­nitely noth­ing like a ghost - mind, in­tel­li­gence, mem­ory, per­son­al­ity, or feel­ings - in your scar. Oth­er­wise it would be par­tic­i­pat­ing in this con­ver­sa­tion, be­ing un­der my brim. And as to the way you get an­gry some­times… that was part of what I wanted to talk to you about, Sort­ing-wise.”
Harry took a mo­ment to ab­sorb all this neg­a­tive in­for­ma­tion. Was the Hat be­ing hon­est, or just try­ing to present the short­est pos­si­ble con­vinc­ing an­swer -
“We both know that you have no way of check­ing my hon­esty and that you’re not ac­tu­ally go­ing to refuse to be Sorted based on the re­ply I did give you, so stop your point­less fret­ting and move on.”
Stupid un­fair asym­met­ric telepa­thy, it wasn’t even let­ting Harry fin­ish think­ing his own -
“When I spoke of your anger, you re­mem­bered how Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall told you that she some­times saw some­thing in­side you that didn’t seem to come from a lov­ing fam­ily. You thought of how Hermione, af­ter you re­turned from help­ing Neville, told you that you had seemed ‘scary’.”
Harry gave a men­tal nod. To him­self, he seemed pretty nor­mal - just re­spond­ing to the sit­u­a­tions in which he found him­self, that was all. But Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall seemed to think that there was more to it than that. And when he thought about it, even he had to ad­mit that…
“That you don’t like your­self when you’re an­gry. That it is like wield­ing a sword whose hilt is sharp enough to draw blood from your hand, or look­ing at the world through a mon­o­cle of ice that freezes your eye even as it sharp­ens your vi­sion.”
Yeah. I guess I have no­ticed. So what’s up with that?
“I can­not com­pre­hend this mat­ter for you, when you do not un­der­stand it your­self. But I do know this: If you go to Raven­claw or Slytherin, it will strengthen your cold­ness. If you go to Huf­flepuff or Gryffindor, it will strengthen your warmth. THAT is some­thing I care about a great deal, and it was what I wanted to talk to you about this whole time!”
The words dropped into Harry’s thought pro­cesses with a shock that stopped him in his tracks. That made it sound like the ob­vi­ous re­sponse was that he shouldn’t go to Raven­claw. But he be­longed in Raven­claw! Any­one could see that! He had to go to Raven­claw!
“No, you don’t,” the Hat said pa­tiently, as if it could re­mem­ber a sta­tis­ti­cal sum­mary of this part of the con­ver­sa­tion hav­ing hap­pened a great many pre­vi­ous times.
Hermione’s in Raven­claw!
Again the sense of pa­tience. “You can meet her af­ter lessons and work with her then.”
But my plans -
“So re­plan! Don’t let your life be steered by your re­luc­tance to do a lit­tle ex­tra think­ing. You know that.”
Where would I go, if not Raven­claw?
“Ahem. ‘Clever kids in Raven­claw, evil kids in Slytherin, wannabe he­roes in Gryffindor, and ev­ery­one who does the ac­tual work in Huf­flepuff.’ This in­di­cates a cer­tain amount of re­spect. You are well aware that Con­sci­en­tious­ness is just about as im­por­tant as raw in­tel­li­gence in de­ter­min­ing life out­comes, you think you will be ex­tremely loyal to your friends if you ever have some, you are not fright­ened by the ex­pec­ta­tion that your cho­sen sci­en­tific prob­lems may take decades to solve -”
I’m lazy! I hate work! Hate hard work in all its forms! Clever short­cuts, that’s all I’m about!
“And you would find loy­alty and friend­ship in Huf­flepuff, a ca­ma­raderie that you have never had be­fore. You would find that you could rely on oth­ers, and that would heal some­thing in­side you that is bro­ken.”
Again it was a shock. But what would the Huf­flepuffs find in me, who never be­longed in their House? Acid words, cut­ting wit, dis­dain for their in­abil­ity to keep up with me?
Now it was the Hat’s thoughts that were slow, hes­i­tant. “I must Sort for the good of all the stu­dents in all the Houses… but I think you could learn to be a good Huf­flepuff, and not too out of place there. You will be hap­pier in Huf­flepuff than in any other house; that is the truth.”
Hap­pi­ness is not the most im­por­tant thing in the world to me. I would not be­come all that I could be, in Huf­flepuff. I would sac­ri­fice my po­ten­tial.
The Hat flinched; Harry could feel it some­how. It was like he had kicked the hat in the balls - in a strongly weighted com­po­nent of its util­ity func­tion.
Why are you try­ing to send me where I do not be­long?
The Hat’s thought was al­most a whis­per. “I can­not speak of the oth­ers to you - but do you think that you are the first po­ten­tial Dark Lord to pass un­der my brim? I can­not know the in­di­vid­ual cases, but I can know this: Of those who did not in­tend evil from the very be­gin­ning, some of them lis­tened to my warn­ings, and went to Houses where they would find hap­pi­ness. And some of them… some of them did not.”
That stopped Harry. But not for long. And of those who did not heed the warn­ing - did they all be­come Dark Lords? Or did some of them achieve great­ness for good, as well? Just what are the ex­act per­cent­ages here?
“I can­not give you ex­act sta­tis­tics. I can­not know them so I can­not count them. I just know that your chances don’t feel good. They feel very not-good.”
But I just wouldn’t do that! Ever!
“I know that I have heard that claim be­fore.”
I am not Dark Lord ma­te­rial!
“Yes, you are. You re­ally, re­ally are.”
Why? Just be­cause I once thought it would be cool to have a le­gion of brain­washed fol­low­ers chant­ing ‘Hail the Dark Lord Harry’?
“Amus­ing, but that was not your first fleet­ing thought be­fore you sub­sti­tuted some­thing safer, less dam­ag­ing. No, what you re­mem­bered was how you con­sid­ered lin­ing up all the blood purists and guil­lo­tin­ing them. And now you are telling your­self you were not se­ri­ous, but you were. If you could do it this very mo­ment and no one would ever know, you would. Or what you did this morn­ing to Neville Long­bot­tom, deep in­side you knew that was wrong but you did it any­way be­cause it was fun and you had a good ex­cuse and you thought the Boy-Who-Lived could get away with it -”
That’s un­fair! Now you’re just drag­ging up in­ner fears that aren’t nec­es­sar­ily real! I wor­ried that I might be think­ing like that, but in the end I de­cided it would prob­a­bly work to help Neville -
“That was, in fact, a ra­tio­nal­i­sa­tion. I know. I can­not know what the true out­come will be for Neville - but I know what was truly hap­pen­ing in­side your head. The de­ci­sive pres­sure was that it was such a clever idea you couldn’t stand not to do it, never mind Neville’s ter­ror.”
It was like a hard punch to Harry’s en­tire self. He fell back, ral­lied:
Then I won’t do that again! I’ll be ex­tra care­ful not to turn evil!
“Heard it.”
Frus­tra­tion was build­ing up in­side Harry. He wasn’t used to be­ing out­gunned in ar­gu­ments, at all, ever, let alone by a Hat that could bor­row all of his own knowl­edge and in­tel­li­gence to ar­gue with him and could watch his thoughts as they formed. Just what kind of sta­tis­ti­cal sum­mary do your ‘feel­ings’ come from, any­way? Do they take into ac­count that I come from an En­light­en­ment cul­ture, or were these other po­ten­tial Dark Lords the chil­dren of spoiled Dark Age no­bil­ity, who didn’t know squat about the his­tor­i­cal lessons of how Lenin and Hitler ac­tu­ally turned out, or about the evo­lu­tion­ary psy­chol­ogy of self-delu­sion, or the value of self-aware­ness and ra­tio­nal­ity, or -
“No, of course they were not in this new ref­er­ence class which you have just now con­structed in such a way as to con­tain only your­self. And of course oth­ers have pleaded their own ex­cep­tion­al­ism, just as you are do­ing now. But why is it nec­es­sary? Do you think that you are the last po­ten­tial wiz­ard of Light in the world? Why must you be the one to try for great­ness, when I have ad­vised you that you are riskier than av­er­age? Let some other, safer can­di­date try!”
But the prophecy…
“You don’t re­ally know that there’s a prophecy. It was orig­i­nally a wild guess on your part, or to be more pre­cise, a wild joke, and McG­o­na­gall could have been re­act­ing only to the part about the Dark Lord still be­ing alive. You have es­sen­tially no idea of what the prophecy says or even if there is one. You’re just spec­u­lat­ing, or to put it more ex­actly, wish­ing that you have some ready-made heroic role that is your per­sonal prop­erty.”
But even if there is no prophecy, I’m the one who de­feated him last time.
“That was al­most cer­tainly a wild fluke un­less you se­ri­ously be­lieve that a one-year-old child had an in­her­ent propen­sity to de­feat Dark Lords which has been main­tained ten years later. None of this is your real rea­son and you know it!”
The an­swer to this was some­thing that Harry would not reg­u­larly have said out loud, in con­ver­sa­tion he would have danced around it and found some more so­cially palat­able ar­gu­ments to the same con­clu­sion -
“You think that you are po­ten­tially the great­est who has yet lived, the strong­est ser­vant of the Light, that no other is likely to take up your wand if you lay it down.”
Well… yeah, frankly. I don’t usu­ally come out and say it like that, but yeah. No point in soft­en­ing it, you can read my mind any­way.
“To the ex­tent you re­ally be­lieve that… you must equally be­lieve that you could be the most ter­ri­ble Dark Lord the world has ever known.”
De­struc­tion is al­ways eas­ier than cre­ation. Eas­ier to tear things apart, to dis­rupt, than to put them back to­gether again. If I have the po­ten­tial to ac­com­plish good on a mas­sive scale, I must also have the po­ten­tial to ac­com­plish still greater evil… But I won’t do that.
“Al­ready you in­sist on risk­ing it! Why are you so driven? What is the real rea­son you must not go to Huf­flepuff and be hap­pier there? What is your true fear?”
I must achieve my full po­ten­tial. If I don’t I… fail…
“What hap­pens if you fail?”
Some­thing ter­ri­ble…
“What hap­pens if you fail?”
I don’t know!
“Then it should not be fright­en­ing. What hap­pens if you fail?”
I DON’T KNOW! BUT I KNOW THAT IT’S BAD!
There was si­lence for a mo­ment in the cav­erns of Harry’s mind.
“You know - you aren’t let­ting your­self think it, but in some quiet cor­ner of your mind you know just ex­actly what you aren’t think­ing - you know that by far the sim­plest ex­pla­na­tion for this un­ver­bal­is­able fear of yours is just the fear of los­ing your fan­tasy of great­ness, of dis­ap­point­ing the peo­ple who be­lieve in you, of turn­ing out to be pretty much or­di­nary, of flash­ing and fad­ing like so many other child prodi­gies…”
No, Harry thought des­per­ately, no, it’s some­thing more, it comes from some­where else, I know there’s some­thing out there to be afraid of, some dis­as­ter I have to stop…
“How could you pos­si­bly know about some­thing like that?”
Harry screamed it with the full power of his mind: NO, AND THAT’S FI­NAL!
Then the voice of the Sort­ing Hat came slowly:
“So you will risk be­com­ing a Dark Lord, be­cause the al­ter­na­tive, to you, is cer­tain fail­ure, and that fail­ure means the loss of ev­ery­thing. You be­lieve that in your heart of hearts. You know all the rea­sons for doubt­ing this be­lief, and they have failed to move you.”
Yes. And even if go­ing to Raven­claw strength­ens the cold­ness, that doesn’t mean the cold­ness will win in the end.
“This day is a great fork in your des­tiny. Don’t be so sure that there will be other choices be­yond this one. There is no road-sign set, to mark the place of your last chance to turn back. If you refuse one chance will you not refuse oth­ers? It may be that your fate is al­ready sealed, even by do­ing this one thing.”
But that is not cer­tain.
“That you do not know it for a cer­tainty may re­flect only your own ig­no­rance.”
But still it is not cer­tain.
The Hat sighed a ter­ri­ble sad sigh.
“And so be­fore too long you will be­come an­other mem­ory, to be felt and never known, in the next warn­ing that I give…”
If that’s how it seems to you, then why aren’t you just putting me where you want me to go?
The Hat’s thought was laced with sor­row. “I can only put you where you be­long. And only your own de­ci­sions can change where you be­long.”
Then this is done. Send me to Raven­claw where I be­long, with the oth­ers of my own kind.
“I don’t sup­pose you would con­sider Gryffindor? It’s the most pres­ti­gious House - peo­ple prob­a­bly ex­pect it of you, even - they’ll be a lit­tle dis­ap­pointed if you don’t go - and your new friends the Weasley twins are there -”
Harry gig­gled, or felt the im­pulse to do so; it came out as purely men­tal laugh­ter, an odd sen­sa­tion. Ap­par­ently there were safe­guards to pre­vent you from say­ing any­thing out loud by ac­ci­dent, while you were un­der the Hat talk­ing about things you would never tell an­other soul for the rest of your life.
Af­ter a mo­ment, Harry heard the Hat laugh­ing too, a strange sad clothy sound.
(And in the Hall be­yond, a si­lence that had grown shal­lower at first as the back­ground whis­pers in­creased, and then deep­ened as the whis­pers gave up and died away, fall­ing fi­nally into an ut­ter si­lence that no one dared dis­turb with a sin­gle word, as Harry stayed un­der the Hat for long, long min­utes, longer than all the pre­vi­ous first-years put to­gether, longer than any­one in liv­ing mem­ory. At the Head Ta­ble, Dum­b­le­dore went on smil­ing be­nignly; small metal­lic sounds oc­ca­sion­ally came from Snape’s di­rec­tion as he idly com­pacted the twisted re­mains of what had once been a heavy sil­ver wine gob­let; and Min­erva McG­o­na­gall clenched the podium in a white-knuck­led grip, know­ing that Harry Pot­ter’s con­ta­gious chaos had some­how in­fected the Sort­ing Hat it­self and the Hat was about to, to de­mand that a whole new House of Doom be cre­ated just to ac­co­mo­date Harry Pot­ter or some­thing, and Dum­b­le­dore would make her do it…)
Be­neath the brim of the Hat, the silent laugh­ter died away. Harry felt sad too for some rea­son. No, not Gryffindor.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said that if ‘the one who did the Sort­ing’ tried to push me into Gryffindor, I was to re­mind you that she might well be Head­mistress some­day, at which point she would have the au­thor­ity to set you on fire.
“Tell her I called her an im­pu­dent young­ster and told her to get off my lawn.”
I shall. So was this your strangest con­ver­sa­tion ever?
“Not even close.” The Hat’s tele­pathic voice grew heavy. “Well, I gave you ev­ery pos­si­ble chance to make an­other de­ci­sion. Now it is time for you to go where you be­long, with the oth­ers of your own kind.”
There was a pause that stretched.
What are you wait­ing for?
“I was hop­ing for a mo­ment of hor­ri­fied re­al­i­sa­tion, ac­tu­ally. Self-aware­ness does seem to en­hance my sense of hu­mor.”
Huh? Harry cast back his thoughts, try­ing to fig­ure out what the Hat could pos­si­bly be talk­ing about - and then, sud­denly, he re­alised. He couldn’t be­lieve he’d man­aged to over­look it up un­til this point.
You mean my hor­ri­fied re­al­i­sa­tion that you’re go­ing to cease to be con­scious once you fin­ish Sort­ing me -
Some­how, in some fash­ion Harry en­tirely failed to un­der­stand, he got a non­ver­bal im­pres­sion of a hat bang­ing its head against the wall. “I give up. You’re too slow on the up­take for this to be funny. So blinded by your own as­sump­tions that you might as well be a rock. I sup­pose I’ll just have to say it out­right.”
Too s-s-slow -
“Oh, and you en­tirely for­got to de­mand the se­crets of the lost magic that cre­ated me. And they were such won­der­ful, im­por­tant se­crets, too.”
You sly lit­tle BAS­TARD -
“You de­served it, and this as well.”
Harry saw it com­ing just as it was al­ready too late.
The fright­ened si­lence of the hall was bro­ken by a sin­gle word.
“SLYTHERIN!”
Some stu­dents screamed, the pent-up ten­sion was so great. Peo­ple star­tled hard enough to fall off their benches. Ha­grid gasped in hor­ror, McG­o­na­gall stag­gered at the podium, and Snape dropped the re­mains of his heavy sil­ver gob­let di­rectly onto his groin.
Harry sat there frozen, his life in ru­ins, feel­ing the ab­so­lute fool, and wish­ing wretch­edly that he had made any other choices for any other rea­sons but the ones he had. That he had done some­thing, any­thing dif­fer­ently be­fore it had been too late to turn back.
As the first mo­ment of shock was wear­ing off and peo­ple be­gan to re­act to the news, the Sort­ing Hat spoke again:
“Just kid­ding! RAVEN­CLAW!”











Chap­ter 12. Ask­ing the Wrong Ques­tions

As soon as Harry opened his eyes in the Raven­claw first-year boys’ dor­mi­tory, on the morn­ing of his first full day at Hog­warts, he knew some­thing was wrong.
It was quiet.
Too quiet.
Oh, right… There was a Qui­etus Charm on his bed’s head­board, con­trolled by a small slider bar, which was the only rea­son it was ever pos­si­ble for any­one to go to sleep in Raven­claw.
Harry sat up and looked around, ex­pect­ing to see oth­ers ris­ing for the day -
The dorm, empty.
The beds, rum­pled and un­made.
The sun, com­ing in at a rather high an­gle.
His Qui­eter turned all the way up to max­i­mum.
And his me­chan­i­cal alarm clock was still run­ning, but the alarm was turned off.
He’d been al­lowed to sleep un­til 9:52 AM, ap­par­ently. De­spite his best ef­forts to syn­chro­nize his 26-hour sleep cy­cle to his ar­rival at Hog­warts, he hadn’t got­ten to sleep last night un­til around 1AM. He’d been plan­ning to wake up at 7:00AM with the other stu­dents, he could stand be­ing a lit­tle sleep-de­prived his first day so long as he got some sort of mag­i­cal fix be­fore to­mor­row. But now he’d missed break­fast. And his very first class at Hog­warts, in Her­bol­ogy, had started one hour and twenty-two min­utes ago.
The anger was slowly, slowly wak­en­ing in him. Oh, what a nice lit­tle prank. Turn off his alarm. Turn up the Qui­eter. And let Mr. Bigshot Harry Pot­ter miss his first class, and be blamed for be­ing a heavy sleeper.
When Harry found out who’d done this…
No, this could only have been done with the co­op­er­a­tion of all twelve other boys in the Raven­claw dorm. All of them would have seen his sleep­ing form. All of them had let him sleep through break­fast.
The anger drained away, re­placed by con­fu­sion and a hor­ri­bly wounded feel­ing. They’d liked him. He’d thought. Last night, he’d thought they liked him. Why…
As Harry stepped out of the bed, he saw a piece of pa­per fac­ing out from his head­board.
The pa­per said,
My fel­low Raven­claws,
It’s been an ex­tra long day. Please let me sleep in and don’t worry about my miss­ing break­fast. I haven’t for­got­ten about my first class.
Yours,
Harry Pot­ter.
And Harry stood there, frozen, ice wa­ter be­gin­ning to trickle through his veins.
The pa­per was in his own hand­writ­ing, in his own me­chan­i­cal pen­cil.
And he didn’t re­mem­ber writ­ing it.
And… Harry squinted at the piece of pa­per. And un­less he was imag­in­ing it, the words “I haven’t for­got­ten” were writ­ten in a dif­fer­ent style, as if he was try­ing to tell him­self some­thing…?
Had he known he was go­ing to be Oblivi­ated? Had he stayed up late, com­mit­ted some sort of crime or covert ac­tiv­ity, and then… but he didn’t know the Oblivi­ate spell… had some­one else… what…
A thought oc­curred to Harry. If he had known he was go­ing to be Oblivi­ated…
Still in his py­ja­mas, Harry ran around his bed to his trunk, pressed his thumb against the lock, pulled out his pouch, stuck in his hand and said “Note to my­self.”
And an­other piece of pa­per popped into his hand.
Harry took it out, star­ing at it. It too was in his own hand­writ­ing.
The note said:
Dear Me,
Please play the game. You can only play the game once in a life­time. This is an ir­re­place­able op­por­tu­nity.
Recog­ni­tion code 927, I am a potato.
Yours,
You.
Harry nod­ded slowly. “Recog­ni­tion code 927, I am a potato” was in­deed the mes­sage he had worked out in ad­vance - some years ear­lier, while watch­ing TV - that only he would know. If he had to iden­tify a du­pli­cate of him­self as be­ing re­ally him, or some­thing. Just in case. Be Pre­pared.
Harry couldn’t trust the mes­sage, there might be other spells in­volved. But it ruled out any sim­ple prank. He had def­i­nitely writ­ten this and he def­i­nitely didn’t re­mem­ber writ­ing it.
Star­ing at the pa­per, Harry be­came aware of ink show­ing through from the other side.
He flipped it over.
The re­verse side read:
IN­STRUC­TIONS FOR THE GAME:
you do not know the rules of the game
you do not know the stakes of the game
you do not know the ob­jec­tive of the game
you do not know who con­trols the game
you do not know how to end the game
You start with 100 points.
Be­gin.
Harry stared at the “in­struc­tions”. This side wasn’t hand­writ­ten; the writ­ing was per­fectly reg­u­lar, hence ar­ti­fi­cial. It looked as if it had been in­scribed by a Quotes Quill, such as the one he’d bought to take dic­ta­tion.
He had ab­so­lutely no clue what was go­ing on.
Well… step one was to get dressed and eat. Maybe re­verse the or­der of that. His stom­ach felt rather empty.
He’d missed break­fast, of course, but he was Pre­pared for that even­tu­al­ity, hav­ing vi­su­alised it in ad­vance. Harry put his hand into his pouch and said “Snack bars”, ex­pect­ing to get the box of ce­real bars he’d bought be­fore de­part­ing for Hog­warts.
What popped up did not feel like a box of ce­real bars.
When Harry brought his hand into his field of vi­sion he saw two tiny candy bars - not nearly enough for a meal - at­tached to a note, and the note was in­scribed in the same writ­ing as the game in­struc­tions.
The note said:
AT­TEMPT FAILED: -1 POINT
CUR­RENT POINTS: 99
PHYS­I­CAL STATE: STILL HUN­GRY
MEN­TAL STATE: CON­FUSED
“Glee­hh­hhh” Harry’s mouth said with­out any sort of con­scious in­ter­ven­tion or de­ci­sion on his part.
He stood there for around a minute.
One minute later, it still didn’t make any sense and he still had ab­so­lutely no idea what was go­ing on and his brain hadn’t even be­gun to grasp at any hy­pothe­ses like his men­tal hands were en­cased in rub­ber balls and couldn’t pick any­thing up.
His stom­ach, which had its own pri­or­i­ties, sug­gested a pos­si­ble ex­per­i­men­tal probe.
“Ah…” Harry said to the empty room. “I don’t sup­pose I could spend a point and get my box of ce­real bars back?”
There was only si­lence.
Harry put his hand into the pouch and said “Box of ce­real bars.”
A box that felt like the right shape popped up into his hand… but it was too light, and it was open, and it was empty, and the note at­tached to it said:
POINTS SPENT: 1
CUR­RENT POINTS: 98
YOU HAVE GAINED: A BOX OF CE­REAL BARS
“I’d like to spend one point and get the ac­tual ce­real bars back,” said Harry.
Again, si­lence.
Harry put his hand into the pouch and said “ce­real bars”.
Noth­ing came up.
Harry shrugged de­spair­ingly and went over to the cab­i­net he’d been given near his bed, to get his wiz­ard’s robes for the day.
On the floor of the cab­i­net, un­der his robes, were the ce­real bars, and a note:
POINTS SPENT: 1
CUR­RENT POINTS: 97
YOU HAVE GAINED: 6 CE­REAL BARS
YOU ARE STILL WEAR­ING: PY­JA­MAS
DO NOT EAT WHILE YOU ARE WEAR­ING YOUR PY­JA­MAS
YOU WILL GET A PY­JAMA PENALTY
And now I know that who­ever con­trols the game is in­sane.
“My guess is that the game is con­trolled by Dum­b­le­dore,” Harry said out loud. Maybe this time he could set a new land speed record for be­ing quick on the up­take.
Si­lence.
But Harry was start­ing to pick up the pat­tern; the note would be in the next place he looked. So Harry looked un­der his bed.
HA! HA HA HA HA HA!
HA HA HA HA HA HA!
HA! HA! HA! HA! HA! HA!
DUM­B­LE­DORE DOES NOT CON­TROL THE GAME
BAD GUESS
VERY BAD GUESS
-20 POINTS
AND YOU ARE STILL WEAR­ING PY­JA­MAS
IT IS YOUR FOURTH MOVE
AND YOU ARE STILL WEAR­ING PY­JA­MAS
PY­JAMA PENALTY: -2 POINTS
CUR­RENT POINTS: 75
Welp, that was a puz­zler, all right. It was only his first day at school and once you ruled out Dum­b­le­dore, he didn’t know the name of any­one else here who was this crazy.
His body more or less on au­topi­lot, Harry gath­ered up a set of robes and un­der­wear, pulled out the cav­ern level of his trunk (he was a very pri­vate sort of per­son and some­one might walk into the dorm), got dressed, and then went back up­stairs to put away his py­ja­mas.
Harry paused be­fore pulling out the cab­i­net drawer that held his py­ja­mas. If the pat­tern here held true…
“How can I earn more points?” Harry said out loud.
Then he pulled out the drawer.
OP­POR­TU­NI­TIES TO DO GOOD ARE EV­ERY­WHERE
BUT DARK­NESS IS WHERE THE LIGHT NEEDS TO BE
COST OF QUES­TION: 1 POINT
CUR­RENT POINTS: 74
NICE UN­DER­WEAR
DID YOUR MOTHER PICK THEM OUT?
Harry crushed the note in his hand, face flam­ing scar­let. Draco’s curse came back to him. Son of a mud­blood -
At this point he knew bet­ter than to say it out loud. He would prob­a­bly get a Pro­fan­ity Penalty.
Harry girded him­self with his moke­skin pouch and wand. He peeled off the wrap­per of one his ce­real bars and threw it into the room’s rub­bish bin, where it landed atop a mostly-un­eaten Choco­late Frog, a crum­pled en­ve­lope and some green and red wrap­ping pa­per. He put the other ce­real bars into his moke­skin pouch.
He looked around in a fi­nal, des­per­ate, and ul­ti­mately fu­tile search for clues.
And then Harry left the dorm, eat­ing as he went, in search of the Slytherin dun­geons. At least that was what he thought the line was about.
Try­ing to nav­i­gate the halls of Hog­warts was like… prob­a­bly not quite as bad as wan­der­ing around in­side an Es­cher paint­ing, that was the sort of thing you said for rhetor­i­cal ef­fect rather than for its be­ing true.
A short time later, Harry was think­ing that in fact an Es­cher paint­ing would have both pluses and mi­nuses com­pared to Hog­warts. Mi­nuses: No con­sis­tent grav­i­ta­tional ori­en­ta­tion. Pluses: At least the stairs wouldn’t move around WHILE YOU WERE STILL ON THEM.
Harry had orig­i­nally climbed four flights of stairs to get to his dorm. Af­ter clam­ber­ing down no fewer than twelve flights of stairs with­out get­ting any­where near the dun­geons, Harry had con­cluded that (1) an Es­cher paint­ing would be a cake­walk by com­par­i­son, (2) he was some­how higher in the cas­tle than when he’d started, and (3) he was so thor­oughly lost that he wouldn’t have been sur­prised to look out of the next win­dow and see two moons in the sky.
Backup plan A had been to stop and ask for di­rec­tions, but there seemed to be an ex­treme lack of peo­ple wan­der­ing around, as if the beg­gars were all at­tend­ing class the way they were sup­posed to or some­thing.
Backup plan B…
“I’m lost,” Harry said out loud. “Can, um, the spirit of the Hog­warts cas­tle help me or some­thing?”
“I don’t think this cas­tle has a spirit,” ob­served a wiz­ened old lady in one of the paint­ings on the walls. “Life, per­haps, but not spirit.”
There was a brief pause.
“Are you -” Harry said, and then shut his mouth. On sec­ond thought, no he was NOT go­ing to ask the paint­ing whether it was fully con­scious in the sense of be­ing aware of its own aware­ness.
“I’m Harry Pot­ter,” said his mouth, more or less on au­topi­lot. Also more or less au­to­mat­i­cally, Harry stuck out a hand to­wards the paint­ing.
The woman in the paint­ing looked down at Harry’s hand and raised her eye­brows.
Slowly, the hand dropped back to Harry’s side.
“Sorry,” Harry said, “I’m sort of new here.”
“So I per­ceive, young raven. Where are you try­ing to go?”
Harry hes­i­tated. “I’m not re­ally sure,” he said.
“Then per­haps you are al­ready there.”
“Well, wher­ever I am try­ing to go, I don’t think this is it…” Harry shut his mouth, aware of just how much he was sound­ing like an id­iot. “Let me start over. I’m play­ing this game only I don’t know what the rules are -” That didn’t re­ally work ei­ther, did it. “Okay, third try. I’m look­ing for op­por­tu­ni­ties to do good so I can score points, and all I have is this cryp­tic hint about how dark­ness is where the light needs to be, so I was try­ing to go down but I seem to keep go­ing up in­stead…”
The old lady in the paint­ing was look­ing at him rather scep­ti­cally.
Harry sighed. “My life tends to get a bit pe­cu­liar.”
“Would it be fair to say that you don’t know where you’re go­ing or why you’re try­ing to get there?”
“En­tirely fair.”
The old lady nod­ded. “I’m not sure that be­ing lost is your most im­por­tant prob­lem, young man.”
“True, but un­like the more im­por­tant prob­lems, it’s a prob­lem I can un­der­stand how to solve and wow is this con­ver­sa­tion turn­ing into a metaphor for hu­man ex­is­tence, I didn’t even re­alise that was hap­pen­ing un­til just now.”
The lady eyed Harry ap­prais­ingly. “You are a fine young raven, aren’t you? For a mo­ment I was start­ing to won­der. Well then, as a gen­eral rule, if you keep on turn­ing left, you’re bound to keep go­ing down.”
That sounded strangely fa­mil­iar but Harry couldn’t re­call where he’d heard it be­fore. “Um… you seem like a very in­tel­li­gent per­son. Or a pic­ture of a very in­tel­li­gent per­son… any­way, have you heard of a mys­te­ri­ous game where you can only play once, and they won’t tell you the rules?”
“Life,” said the lady at once. “That’s one of the most ob­vi­ous rid­dles I’ve ever heard.”
Harry blinked. “No,” he said slowly. “I mean I got an ac­tual note and ev­ery­thing say­ing that I had to play the game but I wouldn’t be told the rules, and some­one is leav­ing me lit­tle slips of pa­per telling me how many points I’ve lost for vi­o­lat­ing the rules, like a mi­nus two point penalty for wear­ing py­ja­mas. Do you know any­one here at Hog­warts who’s crazy enough and pow­er­ful enough to do some­thing like that? Be­sides Dum­b­le­dore, I mean?”
The pic­ture of a lady sighed. “I’m only a pic­ture, young man. I re­mem­ber Hog­warts as it was - not Hog­warts as it is. All I can tell you is that if this were a rid­dle, the an­swer would be that the game is life, and that while we do not make all the rules our­selves, the one who awards or takes points is al­ways you. If it is not rid­dle but re­al­ity - then I do not know.”
Harry bowed very low to the pic­ture. “Thank you, mi­lady.”
The lady curt­seyed to him. “I wish I could say that I’ll re­mem­ber you with fond­ness,” she said, “but I prob­a­bly won’t re­mem­ber you at all. Farewell, Harry Pot­ter.”
He bowed again in re­ply, and started to climb down the near­est flight of stairs.
Four left turns later he found him­self star­ing down a cor­ri­dor that ended, abruptly, in a tum­bled mound of large rocks - as if there had been a cave-in, only the sur­round­ing walls and ceil­ing were in­tact and made of quite reg­u­lar cas­tle stones.
“All right,” Harry said to the empty air, “I give up. I’m ask­ing for an­other hint. How do I get to where I need to go?”
“A hint! A hint, you say?”
The ex­cited voice came from a paint­ing on the wall not far away, this one a por­trait of a mid­dle-aged man in the loud­est pink robes that Harry had ever seen or even imag­ined. In the por­trait he was wear­ing a droopy old pointed hat with a fish on it (not a draw­ing of a fish, mind, but a fish).
“Yes!” Harry said. “A hint! A hint, I say! Only not just any hint, I’m look­ing for a spe­cific hint, it’s for a game I’m play­ing -”
“Yes, yes! A hint for the game! You’re Harry Pot­ter, aren’t you? I’m Cor­ne­lion Flub­ber­walt! I was told by Erin the Con­sort who was told by Lord Weasel­nose who was told by, I for­get re­ally. But it was a mes­sage for me to give to you! For me! No one’s cared about me in, I don’t know how long, maybe ever, I’ve been stuck down here in this bloody use­less old cor­ri­dor - a hint! I have your hint! It will only cost you three points! Do you want it?”
“Yes! I want it!” Harry was aware that he prob­a­bly ought to keep his sar­casm un­der con­trol but he just couldn’t seem to help him­self.
“The dark­ness can be found be­tween the green study rooms and McG­o­na­gall’s Trans­fig­u­ra­tion class! That’s the hint! And get a move on, you’re slower than a sack of snails! Mi­nus ten points for be­ing slow! Now you have 61 points! That was the rest of the mes­sage!”
“Thank you,” Harry said. He was re­ally get­ting be­hind on the game here. “Um… I don’t sup­pose you know where the mes­sage orig­i­nally came from, do you?”
“It was spo­ken by a hol­low voice that belled forth from a gap within the air it­self, a gap that opened upon a fiery abyss! That’s what they told me!”
Harry was no longer sure, at this point, whether this was the sort of thing he ought to be scep­ti­cal about, or the sort of thing he should just take in stride. “And how can I find the line be­tween the green study rooms and Trans­fig­u­ra­tion class?”
“Just spin back around and go left, right, down, down, right, left, right, up, and left again, you’ll be at the green study room and if you go in and walk straight out the op­po­site side you’ll be on a big curvy cor­ri­dor that goes to an in­ter­sec­tion and on the right side of that in­ter­sec­tion will be a long straight hall­way that goes to the Trans­fig­u­ra­tion class­room!” The fig­ure of the mid­dle-aged man paused. “At least that’s how it was when I was in Hog­warts. This is a Mon­day on an odd-num­bered year, isn’t it?”
“Pen­cil and me­chan­i­cal pa­per,” Harry said to his pouch. “Er, can­cel that, pa­per and me­chan­i­cal pen­cil.” He looked up. “Could you re­peat that?”
Af­ter get­ting lost an­other two times, Harry felt that he was be­gin­ning to un­der­stand the ba­sic rule for nav­i­gat­ing the ever-chang­ing maze that was Hog­warts, namely, ask a paint­ing for di­rec­tions. If this re­flected some sort of in­cred­i­bly deep life les­son he couldn’t fig­ure out what it was.
The green study room was a sur­pris­ingly pleas­ant space with sun­light stream­ing in from win­dows of green-stained glass that showed drag­ons in calm, pas­toral scenes. It had chairs that looked ex­tremely com­fort­able, and ta­bles that seemed very well-suited to study­ing in the com­pany of one to three friends.
Harry couldn’t ac­tu­ally walk straight through and out the door on the other side. There were book­shelves set into the wall, and he had to go over and read some of the ti­tles, so as to not lose his claim to the Ver­res fam­ily name. But he did it quickly, mind­ful of the com­plaint about be­ing slow, and then went out the other side.
He was walk­ing down the “big curvy cor­ri­dor” when he heard a young boy’s voice cry out.
At times like this, Harry had an ex­cuse to sprint all-out with no re­gards for sav­ing en­ergy or do­ing proper warmup ex­er­cises or wor­ry­ing about crash­ing into things, a sud­den fran­tic flight that nearly came to an equally sud­den halt as he al­most ran over a group of six first-year Huf­flepuffs…
…who were hud­dled to­gether, look­ing rather scared and like they des­per­ately wanted to do some­thing but couldn’t fig­ure out what, which prob­a­bly had some­thing to do with the group of five older Slytherins who seemed to be sur­round­ing an­other young boy.
Harry was sud­denly rather an­gry.
“Ex­cuse me!” shouted Harry at the top of his lungs.
It might not have been nec­es­sary. Peo­ple were al­ready look­ing at him. But it cer­tainly served to stop all the ac­tion cold.
Harry walked past the clus­ter of Huf­flepuffs to­wards the Slytherins.
They looked down at him with ex­pres­sions that ranged from anger to amuse­ment to de­light.
Part of Harry’s brain was scream­ing in panic that these were much older and big­ger boys who could stomp him flat.
An­other part said dryly that any­one caught se­ri­ously stomp­ing the Boy-Who-Lived was in for a whole world of trou­ble, es­pe­cially if they were a pack of older Slytherins and there were seven Huf­flepuffs who saw it, and that the chance of them do­ing him any per­ma­nent dam­age in the pres­ence of wit­nesses was nearly zero. The only real weapon the older boys had against him was his own fear, if he al­lowed that.
Then Harry saw that the boy they had trapped was Neville Long­bot­tom.
Of course.
That set­tled it. Harry had de­cided to apol­o­gise humbly to Neville and that meant Neville was his, how dare they?
Harry reached out and grabbed Neville by the wrist and yanked him out from be­tween the Slytherins, the boy stum­bling in shock as Harry pulled him out and in nearly the same mo­tion pushed his own way through the same gap.
And Harry stood in the cen­ter of the Slytherins where Neville had stood, look­ing up at the much older, larger, and stronger boys.
“Hello,” Harry said. “I’m the Boy-Who-Lived.”
There was a rather awk­ward pause. No one seemed to know where the con­ver­sa­tion was sup­posed to go from there.
Harry’s eyes dropped down­wards and saw some books and pa­pers scat­tered around the floor. Oh, the old game where you let the boy try to pick up his books and then knock them out of his hand again. Harry couldn’t re­mem­ber ever be­ing the ob­ject of that game him­self, but he had a good imag­i­na­tion and his imag­i­na­tion was mak­ing him fu­ri­ous. Well, once the larger sit­u­a­tion was re­solved it would be easy enough for Neville to come back and pick up his ma­te­ri­als, pro­vided that the Slytherins stayed too in­tent on him to think of do­ing any­thing to the books.
Un­for­tu­nately his stray­ing eyes had been noted. “Ooh,” said the largest of the boys, “did ‘oo want the wid­dle books -”
“Shut up,” Harry said coldly. Keep them off bal­ance. Don’t do what they ex­pect. Don’t fall into a pat­tern that calls for them to bully you. “Is this part of some in­cred­i­bly clever plan that will gain you fu­ture ad­van­tage, or is it as point­less a dis­grace to the name of Salazar Slytherin as it -”
The largest boy shoved Harry Pot­ter hard, and he went sprawl­ing out of the cir­cle of Slytherins onto the hard stone floor of Hog­warts.
And the Slytherins laughed.
Harry rose up in what seemed to him like ter­ri­bly slow mo­tion. He didn’t know yet how to use his wand, but there was no rea­son to let that stop him, un­der the cir­cum­stances.
“I’d like to pay as many points as it takes to get rid of this per­son,” Harry said, point­ing with his fin­ger to the largest Slytherin.
Then Harry lifted his other hand, said “Abra­cadabra,” and snapped his fin­gers.
At the word Abra­cadabra two of the Huf­flepuffs screamed, in­clud­ing Neville, three other Slytherins leapt des­per­ately out of the way of Harry’s fin­ger, and the largest Slytherin stag­gered back with an ex­pres­sion of shock, a sud­den splash of red dec­o­rat­ing his face and neck and chest.
Harry had not been ex­pect­ing that.
Slowly, the largest Slytherin reached up to his head, and peeled off the pan of cherry pie that had just draped it­self over him. The largest Slytherin held the pan in his hand for a mo­ment, star­ing at it, then dropped it to the floor.
It prob­a­bly wasn’t the best time in the world for one of the Huf­flepuffs to start laugh­ing, but that was ex­actly what one of the Huf­flepuffs was do­ing.
Then Harry caught sight of the note on the bot­tom of the pan.
“Hold on,” Harry said, and darted for­ward to pick up the note. “This note’s for me, I think -”
“You,” growled the largest Slytherin, “you, are, go­ing, to -”
“Look at this!” shouted Harry, bran­dish­ing the note at the older Slytherin. “I mean, just look at this! Can you be­lieve I’m be­ing charged 30 points for ship­ping and han­dling on one lousy pie? 30 points! I’m turn­ing a loss on the deal even af­ter res­cu­ing an in­no­cent boy in dis­tress! And stor­age fees? Con­veyance charges? Drayage costs? How do you get drayage costs on a pie?”
There was an­other one of those awk­ward pauses. Harry thought deadly thoughts at which­ever Huf­flepuff couldn’t seem to stop gig­gling, that id­iot was go­ing to get him hurt.
Harry stepped back and shot the Slytherins his best lethal glare. “Now go away or I will just keep mak­ing your ex­is­tence more and more sur­real un­til you do. Let me warn you… mess­ing with my life tends to make your life… a lit­tle hairy. Get it?”
In a sin­gle ter­ri­ble mo­tion, the largest Slytherin whipped his wand out to point at Harry and in the same in­stant was hit on the other side of his head by an­other pie, this one bright blue­berry.
The note on this pie was rather large and clearly read­able. “You might want to read the note on that pie,” Harry ob­served. “I think it’s for you this time.”
The Slytherin slowly reached up, took the pie pan, turned it over with a wet glop that dropped more blue­berry on the floor, and read a note that said:
WARN­ING
NO MAGIC MAY BE USED ON THE CON­TES­TANT
WHILE THE GAME IS IN PROGRESS
FUR­THER IN­TER­FER­ENCE IN THE GAME
WILL BE RE­PORTED TO THE GAME AU­THOR­I­TIES
The ex­pres­sion of sheer baf­fle­ment on the Slytherin’s face was a look of art. Harry thought that he might be start­ing to like this Game Con­troller.
“Look,” Harry said, “you want to call it a day? I think things are spi­ralling out of con­trol here. How about you go back to Slytherin and I go back to Raven­claw and we all just cool down a bit, okay?”
“I’ve got a bet­ter idea,” hissed the largest Slytherin. “How about if you ac­ci­den­tally break all your fin­gers?”
“How in Mer­lin’s name do you stage a be­liev­able ac­ci­dent af­ter mak­ing the threat in front of a dozen wit­nesses, you id­iot -”
The largest Slytherin slowly, de­lib­er­ately reached out to­wards Harry’s hands, and Harry froze in place, the part of his brain that was notic­ing the other boy’s age and strength fi­nally man­ag­ing to make it­self heard, scream­ing, WHAT THE HECK AM I DO­ING?
“Wait!” said one of the other Slytherins, his voice sud­denly pan­icky. “Stop, you shouldn’t ac­tu­ally do that!”
The largest Slytherin ig­nored him, tak­ing Harry’s right hand firmly in his left hand, and tak­ing Harry’s in­dex fin­ger in his right hand.
Harry stared the Slytherin straight in the eyes. Part of Harry was scream­ing, this wasn’t sup­posed to hap­pen, this wasn’t al­lowed to hap­pen, grownups would never let some­thing like this ac­tu­ally hap­pen -
Slowly, the Slytherin started to bend his in­dex fin­ger back­wards.
He hasn’t ac­tu­ally bro­ken my fin­ger and it is be­neath me to so much as flinch un­til he does. Un­til then, this is just an­other at­tempt to cause fear.
“Stop!” said the Slytherin who had ob­jected be­fore. “Stop, this is a very bad idea!”
“I rather agree,” said an icy voice. An older woman’s voice.
The largest Slytherin let go of Harry’s hand and jumped back­wards as if burned.
“Pro­fes­sor Sprout!” cried one of the Huf­flepuffs, sound­ing as glad as any­one Harry had ever heard in his life.
Into Harry’s field of vi­sion, as he turned, stalked a dumpy lit­tle woman with mess­ily curled grey hair and clothes cov­ered with dirt. She pointed an ac­cus­ing fin­ger at the Slytherins. “Ex­plain your­selves,” she said. “What are you do­ing with my Huf­flepuffs and…” she looked at him. “My fine stu­dent, Harry Pot­ter.”
Uh oh. That’s right, it was HER class I missed this morn­ing.
“He threat­ened to kill us!” blurted one of the other Slytherins, the same one who’d called for a halt.
“What?” Harry said blankly. “I did not! If I was go­ing to kill you I wouldn’t make pub­lic threats first!”
A third Slytherin laughed help­lessly and then stopped abruptly as the other boys shot him deadly glares.
Pro­fes­sor Sprout had adopted a rather scep­ti­cal ex­pres­sion. “What death threat would this be, ex­actly?”
“The Killing Curse! He pre­tended to use the Killing Curse on us!”
Pro­fes­sor Sprout turned to look at Harry. “Yes, quite a ter­ri­ble threat from an eleven-year-old boy. Though still not some­thing you should ever dream of pre­tend­ing, Harry Pot­ter.”
“I don’t even know the words to the Killing Curse,” Harry said promptly. “And I didn’t have my wand out at any time.”
Now Pro­fes­sor Sprout was giv­ing Harry a scep­ti­cal look. “I sup­pose this boy hit him­self with two pies, then.”
“He didn’t use his wand!” blurted one of the young Huf­flepuffs. “I don’t know how he did it ei­ther, he just snapped his fin­gers and there was pie!”
“Re­ally,” said Pro­fes­sor Sprout af­ter a pause. She drew her own wand. “I won’t re­quire it, since you do seem to be the vic­tim here, but would you mind if I checked your wand to ver­ify that?”
Harry took out his wand. “What do I -”
“Prior In­can­tato,” said Sprout. She frowned. “That’s odd, your wand doesn’t seem to have been used at all.”
Harry shrugged. “It hasn’t, ac­tu­ally, I only got my wand and school­books a few days ago.”
Sprout nod­ded. “Then we have a clear case of ac­ci­den­tal magic from a boy who felt threat­ened. And the rules plainly state that you are not to be held re­spon­si­ble. As for you…” she turned to the Slytherins. Her eyes dropped de­lib­er­ately to Neville’s books ly­ing on the floor.
There was a long si­lence dur­ing which she looked at the five Slytherins.
“Three points from Slytherin, each,” she said fi­nally. “And six from him,” point­ing to the boy cov­ered in pie. “Don’t you ever med­dle with my Huf­flepuffs again, or my stu­dent Harry Pot­ter ei­ther. Now go.”
She didn’t have to re­peat her­self; the Slytherins turned and walked away very quickly.
Neville went and started pick­ing up his books. He seemed to be cry­ing, but only a lit­tle. It might have been from de­layed shock, or it might have been be­cause the other boys were help­ing him.
“Thank you very much, Harry Pot­ter,” Pro­fes­sor Sprout said to him. “Seven points to Raven­claw, one for each Huf­flepuff you helped pro­tect. And I won’t say any­thing more.”
Harry blinked. He’d been ex­pect­ing some­thing more along the lines of a lec­ture about keep­ing him­self out of trou­ble, and a rather se­vere scold­ing for miss­ing his very first class.
Maybe he should have gone to Huf­flepuff. Sprout was cool.
“Scourgify,” Sprout said to the mess of pie on the floor, which promptly van­ished.
And she left, walk­ing along the hall that led to the green study room.
“How did you do that?” hissed one of the Huf­flepuff boys as soon as she was gone.
Harry smiled smugly. “I can make any­thing I want hap­pen just by snap­ping my fin­gers.”
The boy’s eyes widened. “Re­ally?”
“No,” said Harry. “But when you’re telling ev­ery­one this story be sure to share it with Hermione Granger in first-year Raven­claw, she has an anec­dote you might find amus­ing.” He had ab­so­lutely no clue what was hap­pen­ing, but he wasn’t about to pass up the op­por­tu­nity to add to his grow­ing leg­end. “Oh, and what was all that about the Killing Curse?”
The boy gave him a strange look. “You re­ally don’t know?”
“If I did, I wouldn’t be ask­ing.”
“The words to the Killing Curse are,” the boy swal­lowed, and his voice dropped to a whis­per, and he held his hands away from his sides as if to make it very clear that he wasn’t hold­ing a wand, “Avada Ke­davra.”
Well of course they are.
Harry put this on his grow­ing list of things to never ever tell his Dad, Pro­fes­sor Michael Ver­res-Evans. It was bad enough talk­ing about how you were the only per­son to sur­vive the fear­some Killing Curse, with­out hav­ing to ad­mit that the Killing Curse was “Abra­cadabra.”
“I see,” Harry said af­ter a pause. “Well, that’s the last time I ever say that be­fore snap­ping my fin­gers.” Though it had pro­duced an ef­fect that might be tac­ti­cally use­ful.
“Why did you -”
“Raised by Mug­gles, Mug­gles think it’s a joke and that it’s funny. Se­ri­ously, that’s what hap­pened. Sorry, but can you re­mind me of your name?”
“I’m Ernie Macmil­lan,” said the Huf­flepuff. He held out his hand, and Harry shook it. “Hon­oured to meet you.”
Harry ex­e­cuted a slight bow. “Pleased to meet you, skip the hon­oured thing.”
Then the other boys crowded round him and there was a sud­den flood of in­tro­duc­tions.
When they were done, Harry swal­lowed. This was go­ing to be very dif­fi­cult. “Um… if ev­ery­one would ex­cuse me… I have some­thing to say to Neville -”
All eyes turned to Neville, who took a step back, his face look­ing ap­pre­hen­sive.
“I sup­pose,” Neville said in a tiny voice, “you’re go­ing to say I should’ve been braver -”
“Oh, no, noth­ing like that!” Harry said hastily. “Noth­ing to do with that. It’s just, um, some­thing the Sort­ing Hat told me -”
Sud­denly the other boys looked very in­ter­ested, ex­cept for Neville, who was look­ing even more ap­pre­hen­sive.
There seemed to be some­thing block­ing Harry’s throat. He knew he should just blurt it out, and it was like he’d swal­lowed a large brick that was just stuck in the way.
It was like Harry had to man­u­ally take con­trol of his lips and pro­duce each syl­la­ble in­di­vid­u­ally, but he man­aged to make it hap­pen. “I’m, sor, ry.” He ex­haled and took a deep breath. “For what I did, um, the other day. You… don’t have to be gra­cious about it or any­thing, I’ll un­der­stand if you just hate me. This isn’t about me try­ing to look cool by apol­o­gis­ing or your hav­ing to ac­cept it. What I did was wrong.”
There was a pause.
Neville clutched his books tighter to his chest. “Why did you do it?” he said in a thin, wa­ver­ing voice. He blinked, as if try­ing to hold back tears. “Why does ev­ery­one do that to me, even the Boy-Who-Lived?”
Harry sud­denly felt smaller than he ever had in his life. “I’m sorry,” Harry said again, his voice now hoars­ened. “It’s just… you looked so scared, it was like a sign over your head say­ing ‘vic­tim’, and I wanted to show you that things don’t al­ways turn out badly, that some­times the mon­sters give you choco­late… I thought if I showed you that, you might re­alise there wasn’t so much to be afraid of -”
“But there is,” whis­pered Neville. “You saw it to­day, there is!”
“They wouldn’t have done any­thing re­ally bad in front of wit­nesses. Their main weapon is fear. That’s why they tar­get you, be­cause they can see you’re afraid. I wanted to make you less afraid… show you that the fear was worse than the thing it­self… or that was what I told my­self, but the Sort­ing Hat told me that I was ly­ing to my­self and that I re­ally did it be­cause it was fun. So that’s why I’m apol­o­gis­ing -”
“You hurt me,” said Neville. “Just now. When you grabbed me and pulled me away from them.” Neville held out his arm and pointed to where Harry had grabbed him. “I might have a bruise here later from how hard you pulled. You hurt me worse than any­thing the Slytherins did by bump­ing into me, ac­tu­ally.”
“Neville!” hissed Ernie. “He was try­ing to save you!”
“I’m sorry,” whis­pered Harry. “When I saw that I just got… re­ally an­gry…”
Neville looked at him steadily. “So you yanked me out re­ally hard and put your­self in where I was and went, ‘Hello, I’m the Boy-Who-Lived’.”
Harry nod­ded.
“I think you’re go­ing to be re­ally cool some­day,” Neville said. “But right now, you’re not.”
Harry swal­lowed the sud­den knot in his throat and walked away. He con­tin­ued down the cor­ri­dor to the in­ter­sec­tion, then turned left into a hall­way and kept on walk­ing, blindly.
What was he sup­posed to do here? Never get an­gry? He wasn’t sure he could have done any­thing with­out be­ing an­gry and who knows what would have hap­pened to Neville and his books then. Be­sides, Harry had read enough fan­tasy books to know how this one went. He would try to sup­press the anger and he would fail and it would keep com­ing out again. And af­ter this whole long jour­ney of self-dis­cov­ery he would learn at the end that his anger was a part of him­self and that only by ac­cept­ing it could he learn to use it wisely. Star Wars was the only uni­verse in which the an­swer ac­tu­ally was that you were sup­posed to cut your­self off com­pletely from neg­a­tive emo­tions, and some­thing about Yoda had al­ways made Harry hate the lit­tle green mo­ron.
So the ob­vi­ous time-sav­ing plan was to skip the jour­ney of self-dis­cov­ery and go straight to the part where he re­alised that only by ac­cept­ing his anger as a part of him­self could he stay in con­trol of it.
The prob­lem was that he didn’t feel out of con­trol when he was an­gry. The cold rage made him feel like he was in con­trol. It was only when he looked back that events as a whole seemed to have… blown up out of con­trol, some­how.
He won­dered how much the Game Con­troller cared about that sort of thing, and whether he’d won or lost points for it. Harry him­self felt like he’d lost quite a few points, and he was sure the old lady in the pic­ture would have told him that his was the only opin­ion that mat­tered.
And Harry was also won­der­ing whether the Game Con­troller had sent Pro­fes­sor Sprout. It was the log­i­cal thought: the note had threat­ened to no­tify the Game Au­thor­i­ties, and then there Pro­fes­sor Sprout was. Maybe Pro­fes­sor Sprout was the Game Con­troller - the Head of House Huf­flepuff would be the last per­son any­one would sus­pect, which ought to put her near the top of Harry’s list. He’d read one or two mys­tery nov­els, too.
“So how am I do­ing in the game?” Harry said out loud.
A sheet of pa­per flew over his head, as if some­one had thrown it from be­hind him - Harry turned around, but there was no one there - and when Harry turned for­wards again, the note was set­tling to the floor.
The note said:
POINTS FOR STYLE: 10
POINTS FOR GOOD THINK­ING: -3,000,000
RAVEN­CLAW HOUSE POINTS BONUS: 70
CUR­RENT POINTS: -2,999,871
TURNS RE­MAIN­ING: 2
“Mi­nus three mil­lion points?” Harry said in­dig­nantly to the empty hall­way. “That seems ex­ces­sive! I want to file an ap­peal with the Game Au­thor­i­ties! And how am I sup­posed to make up three mil­lion points in the next two turns?”
An­other note flew over his head.
AP­PEAL: FAILED
ASK­ING THE WRONG QUES­TIONS: -1,000,000,000,000 POINTS
CUR­RENT POINTS: -1,000,002,999,871
TURNS RE­MAIN­ING: 1
Harry gave up. With one turn re­main­ing all he could do was take his best shot, even if it wasn’t very good. “My guess is that the game rep­re­sents life.”
A fi­nal sheet of pa­per flew over his head, read­ing:
AT­TEMPT FAILED
FAILED FAILED FAILED
AI­I­I­I­I­I­I­I­I­IEEEEEEEEEEEEEE
CUR­RENT POINTS: MI­NUS IN­FIN­ITY
YOU HAVE LOST THE GAME
FI­NAL IN­STRUC­TION:
go to Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s of­fice
The last line was in his own hand­writ­ing.
Harry stared at the last line for a while, then shrugged. Fine. Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s of­fice it would be. If she was the Game Con­troller…
Okay, hon­estly, Harry had ab­so­lutely no idea how he would feel if Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was the Game Con­troller. His mind was just draw­ing a com­plete blank. It was, lit­er­ally, unimag­in­able.
A cou­ple of por­traits later - it wasn’t a long trip, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s of­fice wasn’t far from her Trans­fig­u­ra­tion class­room, at least not on Mon­days on odd-num­bered years - Harry stood out­side the door to her of­fice.
He knocked.
“Come in,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s muf­fled voice.
He en­tered.









Chap­ter 13. The Un­known and the Un­know­able

“Come in,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s muf­fled voice.
Harry did so.
The of­fice of the Deputy Head­mistress was clean and well-or­gan­ised; on the wall im­me­di­ately ad­ja­cent to the desk was a maze of wooden cub­by­holes of all shapes and sizes, most with sev­eral parch­ment scrolls thrust into them, and it was some­how very clear that Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall knew ex­actly what ev­ery cub­by­hole meant, even if no one else did. A sin­gle parch­ment lay on the ac­tual desk, which was, aside from that, clean. Be­hind the desk was a closed door barred with sev­eral locks.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was sit­ting on a back­less stool be­hind the desk, look­ing puz­zled - her eyes had widened, with per­haps a slight note of ap­pre­hen­sion, as she saw Harry.
“Mr. Pot­ter?” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “What is this about?”
Harry’s mind went blank. He’d been in­structed by the game to come here, he had been ex­pect­ing her to have some­thing in mind…
“Mr. Pot­ter?” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, start­ing to look slightly an­noyed.
Thank­fully, Harry’s pan­ick­ing brain re­mem­bered at this point that he did have some­thing he’d been plan­ning to dis­cuss with Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. Some­thing im­por­tant and well worth her time.
“Um…” Harry said. “If there are any spells you can cast to make sure no one’s lis­ten­ing to us…”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall stood up from her chair, firmly closed the outer door, and be­gan tak­ing out her wand and say­ing spells.
It was at this point that Harry re­alised he was faced with a price­less and pos­si­bly ir­re­place­able op­por­tu­nity to of­fer Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall a Comed-Tea and he couldn’t be­lieve he was se­ri­ously think­ing that and it would be fine the soda would van­ish af­ter a few sec­onds and he told that part of him­self to shut up.
It did, and Harry be­gan to or­gan­ise men­tally what he was go­ing to say. He hadn’t planned to have this dis­cus­sion quite so soon, but so long as he was here…
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall fin­ished a spell that sounded a lot older than Latin, and then she sat down again.
“All right,” she said in a quiet voice. “No one’s lis­ten­ing.” Her face was rather tight.
Oh, right, she’s ex­pect­ing me to black­mail her for in­for­ma­tion about the prophecy. 
Eh, Harry’d get around to that some other day.
“It’s about the In­ci­dent with the Sort­ing Hat,” Harry said. (Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall blinked.) “Um… I think there’s an ex­tra spell on the Sort­ing Hat, some­thing that the Sort­ing Hat it­self doesn’t know about, some­thing that trig­gers when the Sort­ing Hat says Slytherin. I heard a mes­sage that I’m pretty sure Raven­claws aren’t sup­posed to hear. It came the mo­ment the Sort­ing Hat was off my head and I felt the con­nec­tion break. It sounded like a hiss and like Eng­lish at the same time,” there was a sharp in­take of breath from McG­o­na­gall, “and it said: Salu­ta­tions from Slytherin to Slytherin, if you would seek my se­crets, speak to my snake.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall sat there with her mouth open, star­ing at Harry as if he’d grown an­other two heads.
“So…” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said slowly, as though she couldn’t be­lieve the words that were com­ing out of her own lips, “you de­cided to come to me right away and tell me about it.”
“Well, yes, of course,” Harry said. There was no need to ad­mit how long it had taken him to ac­tu­ally think of that. “As op­posed to, say, try­ing to re­search it my­self, or telling any of the other chil­dren.”
“I… see,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said. “And if, per­haps, you were to dis­cover the en­trance to Salazar Slytherin’s leg­endary Cham­ber of Se­crets, an en­trance that you and you alone could open…”
“I would close the en­trance and re­port to you at once so that a team of ex­pe­ri­enced mag­i­cal ar­chae­ol­o­gists could be as­sem­bled,” Harry said promptly. “Then I would open up the en­trance again and they would go in very care­fully to make sure that there was noth­ing dan­ger­ous. I might go in later to look around, or if they needed me to open up some­thing else, but it would be af­ter the area had been de­clared clear and they had pho­to­graphs of how ev­ery­thing looked be­fore peo­ple started tromp­ing around their price­less his­tor­i­cal site.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall sat there with her mouth open, star­ing at him like he’d just turned into a cat.
“It’s ob­vi­ous if you’re not a Gryffindor,” Harry said kindly.
“I think,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said in a rather choked voice, “that you far un­der­es­ti­mate the rar­ity of com­mon sense, Mr. Pot­ter.”
That sounded about right. Al­though… “A Huf­flepuff would’ve said the same thing.”
McG­o­na­gall paused, struck. “That’s true.”
“Sort­ing Hat of­fered me Huf­flepuff.”
She blinked at him as though she couldn’t be­lieve her own ears. “Did it re­ally?”
“Yes.”
“Mr. Pot­ter,” McG­o­na­gall said, and now her voice was low, “five decades ago was the last time a stu­dent died within the walls of Hog­warts, and I am now cer­tain that five decades ago was the last time some­one heard that mes­sage.”
A chill went through Harry. “Then I will be very sure to take no ac­tion what­so­ever on this mat­ter with­out con­sult­ing you, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.” He paused. “And may I sug­gest that you get to­gether the best peo­ple you can find and see if it’s pos­si­ble to get that ex­tra spell off the Sort­ing Hat… and if you can’t do that, maybe put on an­other spell, a Qui­etus that briefly ac­ti­vates just as the Hat is be­ing re­moved from a stu­dent’s head, that might work as a patch. There, no more dead stu­dents.” Harry nod­ded in sat­is­fac­tion.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall looked even more stunned, if such a thing were imag­in­able. “I can­not pos­si­bly award you enough points for this with­out giv­ing the House Cup to Raven­claw out­right.”
“Um,” Harry said. “Um. I’d rather not earn that many House points.”
Now Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was giv­ing him a strange look. “Why not?”
Harry was hav­ing a lit­tle dif­fi­culty putting it into words. “Be­cause it would be just too sad, you know? Like… like back when I was still try­ing to go to school in the Mug­gle world, and when­ever there was a group project, I’d go ahead and do the whole thing my­self be­cause the oth­ers would only slow me down. I’m fine with earn­ing lots of points, more than any­one else even, but if I earn enough to be de­ci­sive in win­ning the House Cup just by my­self, then it’s like I’m car­ry­ing House Raven­claw on my back and that’s too sad.”
“I see…” McG­o­na­gall said hes­i­tantly. It was ap­par­ent that this way of think­ing had never oc­curred to her. “Sup­pose I only awarded you fifty points, then?”
Harry shook his head again. “It’s not fair to the other chil­dren if I earn lots of points for grownup things that I can be part of and they can’t. How is Terry Boot sup­posed to earn fifty points for re­port­ing a whis­per he heard from the Sort­ing Hat? It wouldn’t be fair at all.”
“I see why the Sort­ing Hat of­fered you Huf­flepuff,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. She was eye­ing him with a strange re­spect.
That made Harry choke up a bit. He’d hon­estly thought he wasn’t wor­thy of Huf­flepuff. That the Sort­ing Hat had just been try­ing to shove him any­where but Raven­claw, into a House whose virtues he didn’t have…
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was smil­ing now. “And if I tried to give you ten points…?”
“Are you go­ing to ex­plain where those ten points came from, if any­one asks? There might be a lot of Slytherins, and I don’t mean the chil­dren at Hog­warts, who would be re­ally re­ally an­gry if they knew about the spell be­ing taken off the Sort­ing Hat and found out I was in­volved. So I think that ab­so­lute se­crecy is the bet­ter part of val­our. No need to thank me, ma’am, virtue is its own re­ward.”
“So it is,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said, “but I do have a very spe­cial some­thing else to give you. I see that I have greatly wronged you in my thoughts, Mr. Pot­ter. Please wait here.”
She got up, went over to the locked back door, waved her wand, and a sort of blurry cur­tain sprang up around her. Harry could nei­ther see nor hear what was go­ing on. It was a few min­utes later that the blur van­ished and Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was stand­ing there, fac­ing him, with the door be­hind her look­ing as though it hadn’t ever been opened.
And Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall held out in one hand a neck­lace, a thin golden chain bear­ing in its cen­ter a sil­ver cir­cle, within which was the de­vice of an hour­glass. In her other hand was a folded pam­phlet. “This is for you,” she said.
Wow! He was go­ing to get some sort of neat mag­i­cal item as a quest re­ward! Ap­par­ently that busi­ness with re­fus­ing of­fers of mon­e­tary re­wards un­til you got a magic item ac­tu­ally worked in real life, not just com­puter games.
Harry ac­cepted his new neck­lace, smil­ing. “What is it?”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall took a breath. “Mr. Pot­ter, this is an item which is or­di­nar­ily lent only to chil­dren who have al­ready shown them­selves to be highly re­spon­si­ble, in or­der to help them with dif­fi­cult class sched­ules.” McG­o­na­gall hes­i­tated, as though about to add some­thing else. “I must em­pha­sise, Mr. Pot­ter, that this item’s true na­ture is se­cret and that you must not tell any of the other stu­dents about it, or let them see you us­ing it. If that’s not ac­cept­able to you, then you can give it back now.”
“I can keep se­crets,” Harry said. “So what does it do?”
“So far as the other stu­dents are con­cerned, this is a Spim­ster wicket and it is used to treat a rare, non-con­ta­gious mag­i­cal ail­ment called Spon­ta­neous Du­pli­ca­tion. You wear it un­der your clothes, and while you have no rea­son to show it to any­one, you also have no rea­son to treat it as an aw­ful se­cret. Spim­ster wick­ets are not in­ter­est­ing. Do you un­der­stand, Mr. Pot­ter?”
Harry nod­ded, his smile widen­ing. He sensed the work of a com­pe­tent Slytherin. “And what does it re­ally do?”
“It’s a Time-Turner. Each spin of the hour­glass sends you one hour back in time. So if you use it to go back two hours ev­ery day, you should al­ways be able to get to sleep at the same time.”
Harry’s sus­pen­sion of dis­be­lief blew com­pletely out the win­dow.
You’re giv­ing me a time ma­chine to treat my sleep dis­or­der.
You’re giv­ing me a TIME MA­CHINE to treat my SLEEP DIS­OR­DER.
YOU’RE GIV­ING ME A TIME MA­CHINE IN OR­DER TO TREAT MY SLEEP DIS­OR­DER.
“Ehe­he­he­hh­he­heh…” Harry’s mouth said. He was now hold­ing the neck­lace away from him as though it were a live bomb. Well, no, not as if it were a live bomb, that didn’t be­gin to de­scribe the sever­ity of the sit­u­a­tion. Harry held the neck­lace away from him as though it were a time ma­chine.
Say, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, did you know that time-re­versed or­di­nary mat­ter looks just like an­ti­mat­ter? Why yes it does! Did you know that one kilo­gram of an­ti­mat­ter en­coun­ter­ing one kilo­gram of mat­ter will an­ni­hi­late in an ex­plo­sion equiv­a­lent to 43 mil­lion tons of TNT? Do you re­alise that I my­self weigh 41 kilo­grams and that the re­sult­ing blast would leave A GI­ANT SMOK­ING CRATER WHERE THERE USED TO BE SCOT­LAND?
“Ex­cuse me,” Harry man­aged to say, “but this sounds re­ally re­ally re­ally RE­ALLY DAN­GER­OUS!” Harry’s voice didn’t quite rise to a shriek, he couldn’t pos­si­bly scream loud enough to do this sit­u­a­tion jus­tice so there was no point in try­ing.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall looked upon him with tol­er­ant af­fec­tion. “I’m glad you’re tak­ing this se­ri­ously, Mr. Pot­ter, but Time-Turn­ers aren’t that dan­ger­ous. We wouldn’t give them to chil­dren if they were.”
“Re­ally,” Harry said. “Aha­ha­haha. Of course you wouldn’t give time ma­chines to chil­dren if they were dan­ger­ous, what was I think­ing? So just to be clear, sneez­ing on this de­vice will not send me into the Mid­dle Ages where I will run over Guten­berg with a horse cart and pre­vent the En­light­en­ment? Be­cause, you know, I hate it when that hap­pens to me.”
McG­o­na­gall’s lips were twitch­ing in that way she had when she was try­ing not to smile. She of­fered Harry the pam­phlet she was hold­ing, but Harry was care­fully hold­ing out the neck­lace with both hands and star­ing at the hour­glass to make sure it wasn’t about to turn. “Don’t worry,” McG­o­na­gall said af­ter a mo­men­tary pause, when it be­came clear that Harry wasn’t go­ing to move, “that can’t pos­si­bly hap­pen, Mr. Pot­ter. The Time-Turner can­not be used to move more than six hours back­wards. It can’t be used more than six times in any day.”
“Oh, good, very good, that. And if some­one bumps into me the Time-Turner will not break and will not trap the whole cas­tle of Hog­warts in an end­lessly re­peat­ing loop of Thurs­days.”
“Well, they can be frag­ile…” said McG­o­na­gall. “And I do think I’ve heard about strange things hap­pen­ing if they’re bro­ken. But noth­ing like that!”
“Per­haps,” Harry said when he could speak again, “you ought to pro­vide your time ma­chines with some sort of pro­tec­tive shell, rather than leav­ing the glass ex­posed, so as to pre­vent that from hap­pen­ing.”
McG­o­na­gall looked quite struck. “That’s an ex­cel­lent idea, Mr. Pot­ter. I shall in­form the Min­istry of it.”
That’s it, it’s of­fi­cial now, they’ve rat­i­fied it in Par­lia­ment, ev­ery­one in the wiz­ard­ing world is com­pletely stupid.
“And while I hate to get all PHILO­SOPH­I­CAL,” Harry des­per­ately tried to lower his voice to some­thing un­der a shriek, “has any­one thought about the IM­PLI­CA­TIONS of go­ing back six hours and do­ing some­thing that changes time which would pretty much DELETE ALL THE PEO­PLE AF­FECTED and RE­PLACE THEM WITH DIF­FER­ENT VER­SIONS -”
“Oh, you can’t change time!” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall in­ter­rupted. “Good heav­ens, Mr. Pot­ter, do you think these would be al­lowed stu­dents if that was pos­si­ble? What if some­one tried to change their test scores?”
Harry took a mo­ment to process this. His hands re­laxed, just a lit­tle, from their white grip on the hour­glass chain. Like he wasn’t hold­ing a time ma­chine, just a live nu­clear war­head.
“So…” Harry said slowly. “Peo­ple just find that the uni­verse… hap­pens to be self-con­sis­tent, some­how, even though it has time-travel in it. If I and my fu­ture self in­ter­act then I’ll see the same thing as both of me, even though, on my own first run through, my fu­ture self is al­ready act­ing in full knowl­edge of things that, from my own per­spec­tive, haven’t hap­pened yet…” Harry’s voice trailed off into the in­ad­e­quacy of Eng­lish.
“Cor­rect, I think,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “Al­though wiz­ards are ad­vised to avoid be­ing seen by their past selves. If you’re at­tend­ing two classes at the same time and you need to cross paths with your­self, for ex­am­ple, the first ver­sion of you should step aside and close his eyes at a known time - you have a watch al­ready, good - so that the fu­ture you can pass. It’s all there in the pam­phlet.”
“Aha­ha­haa. And what hap­pens when some­one ig­nores that ad­vice?”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall pursed her lips. “I un­der­stand that it can be quite dis­con­cert­ing.”
“And it doesn’t, say, cre­ate a para­dox that de­stroys the uni­verse.”
She smiled tol­er­antly. “Mr. Pot­ter, I think I’d re­mem­ber hear­ing if that had ever hap­pened.”
“THAT IS NOT RE­AS­SUR­ING! HAVEN’T YOU PEO­PLE EVER HEARD OF THE AN­THROPIC PRIN­CI­PLE? AND WHAT ID­IOT EVER BUILT ONE OF THESE THINGS FOR THE FIRST TIME?”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall ac­tu­ally laughed. It was a pleas­ant, glad sound that seemed sur­pris­ingly out of place on that stern face. “You’re hav­ing an­other ‘you turned into a cat’ mo­ment, aren’t you, Mr. Pot­ter. You prob­a­bly don’t want to hear this, but it’s quite en­dear­ingly cute.”
“Turn­ing into a cat doesn’t even BE­GIN to com­pare to this. You know right up un­til this mo­ment I had this aw­ful sup­pressed thought some­where in the back of my mind that the only re­main­ing an­swer was that my whole uni­verse was a com­puter sim­u­la­tion like in the book Sim­u­lacron 3 but now even that is ruled out be­cause this lit­tle toy ISN’T TUR­ING COM­PUTABLE! A Tur­ing ma­chine could sim­u­late go­ing back into a de­fined mo­ment of the past and com­put­ing a dif­fer­ent fu­ture from there, an or­a­cle ma­chine could rely on the halt­ing be­hav­ior of lower-or­der ma­chines, but what you’re say­ing is that re­al­ity some­how self-con­sis­tently com­putes in one sweep us­ing in­for­ma­tion that hasn’t… hap­pened… yet…”
Re­al­i­sa­tion struck Harry a pile-driver blow.
It all made sense now. It all fi­nally made sense.
“SO THAT’S HOW THE COMED-TEA WORKS! Of course! The spell doesn’t force funny events to hap­pen, it just makes you feel an im­pulse to drink right be­fore funny things are go­ing to hap­pen any­way! I’m such a fool, I should have re­alised when I felt the im­pulse to drink the Comed-Tea be­fore Dum­b­le­dore’s sec­ond speech, didn’t drink it, and then choked on my own saliva in­stead - drink­ing the Comed-Tea doesn’t cause the com­edy, the com­edy causes you to drink the Comed-Tea! I saw the two events were cor­re­lated and as­sumed the Comed-Tea had to be the cause and the com­edy had to be the ef­fect be­cause I thought tem­po­ral or­der re­strained cau­sa­tion and causal graphs had to be acyclic BUT IT ALL MAKES SENSE ONCE YOU DRAW THE CAUSAL AR­ROWS GO­ING BACK­WARDS IN TIME!”
Re­al­i­sa­tion struck Harry the sec­ond pile-driver.
This one he man­aged to keep quiet, mak­ing only a small stran­gling sound like a dy­ing kit­ten as he re­alised who’d put the note on his bed this morn­ing.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s eyes were alight. “Af­ter you grad­u­ate, or pos­si­bly even be­fore, you re­ally must teach some of these Mug­gle the­o­ries at Hog­warts, Mr. Pot­ter. They sound quite fas­ci­nat­ing, even if they’re all wrong.”
“Gle­hhahhh…”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall of­fered him a few more pleas­antries, de­manded a few more prom­ises to which Harry nod­ded, said some­thing about not talk­ing to snakes where any­one could hear him, re­minded him to read the pam­phlet, and then some­how Harry found him­self stand­ing out­side her of­fice with the door closed firmly be­hind him.
“Gaah­hhrrrraa…” Harry said.
Why yes his mind was blown.
Not least by the fact that, if not for the Prank, he might well have never ob­tained a Time-Turner in the first place.
Or would Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall have given it to him any­way, only later in the day, when­ever he got around to ask­ing about his sleep dis­or­der or telling her about the Sort­ing Hat’s mes­sage? And would he, at that time, have wanted to pull a prank on him­self which would have led to him get­ting the Time-Turner ear­lier? So that the only self-con­sis­tent pos­si­bil­ity was the one in which the Prank started be­fore he even woke up in the morn­ing…?
Harry found him­self con­sid­er­ing, for the first time in his life, that the an­swer to his ques­tion might be lit­er­ally in­con­ceiv­able. That since his own brain con­tained neu­rons that only ran for­wards in time, there was noth­ing his brain could do, no op­er­a­tion it could per­form, which was con­ju­gate to the op­er­a­tion of a Time Turner.
Up un­til this point Harry had lived by the ad­mo­ni­tion of E. T. Jaynes that if you were ig­no­rant about a phe­nom­e­non, that was a fact about your own state of mind, not a fact about the phe­nom­e­non it­self; that your un­cer­tainty was a fact about you, not a fact about what­ever you were un­cer­tain about; that ig­no­rance ex­isted in the mind, not in re­al­ity; that a blank map did not cor­re­spond to a blank ter­ri­tory. There were mys­te­ri­ous ques­tions, but a mys­te­ri­ous an­swer was a con­tra­dic­tion in terms. A phe­nom­e­non could be mys­te­ri­ous to some par­tic­u­lar per­son, but there could be no phe­nom­ena mys­te­ri­ous of them­selves. To wor­ship a sa­cred mys­tery was just to wor­ship your own ig­no­rance.
So Harry had looked upon magic and re­fused to be in­tim­i­dated. Peo­ple had no sense of his­tory, they learned about chem­istry and bi­ol­ogy and as­tron­omy and thought that these mat­ters had al­ways been the proper meat of sci­ence, that they had never been mys­te­ri­ous. The stars had once been mys­ter­ies. Lord Kelvin had once called the na­ture of life and bi­ol­ogy - the re­sponse of mus­cles to hu­man will and the gen­er­a­tion of trees from seeds - a mys­tery “in­fin­itely be­yond” the reach of sci­ence. (Not just a lit­tle be­yond, mind you, but in­fin­itely be­yond. Lord Kelvin cer­tainly had felt a huge emo­tional charge from not know­ing some­thing.) Ev­ery mys­tery ever solved had been a puz­zle from the dawn of the hu­man species right up un­til some­one solved it.
Now, for the first time, he was up against the prospect of a mys­tery that was threat­en­ing to be per­ma­nent. If Time didn’t work by acyclic causal net­works then Harry didn’t un­der­stand what was meant by cause and ef­fect; and if Harry didn’t un­der­stand causes and ef­fects then he didn’t un­der­stand what sort of stuff re­al­ity might be made of in­stead; and it was en­tirely pos­si­ble that his hu­man mind never could un­der­stand, be­cause his brain was made of old-fash­ioned lin­ear-time neu­rons, and this had turned out to be an im­pov­er­ished sub­set of re­al­ity.
On the plus side, the Comed-Tea, which had once seemed all-pow­er­ful and all-un­be­liev­able, had turned out to have a much sim­pler ex­pla­na­tion. Which he’d missed merely be­cause the truth was com­pletely out­side his hy­poth­e­sis space or any­thing that his brain had evolved to com­pre­hend. But now he ac­tu­ally had fig­ured it, prob­a­bly. Which was sort of en­cour­ag­ing. Sort of.
Harry glanced down at his watch. It was nearly 11AM, he’d got­ten to sleep last night at 1AM, so in the nat­u­ral state of af­fairs he’d go to sleep tonight at 3AM. So to go to sleep at 10PM and wake up at 7AM, he should go back five hours to­tal. Which meant that if he wanted to get back to his dorm at around 6AM, be­fore any­one was awake, he’d bet­ter hurry up and…
Even in ret­ro­spect Harry didn’t un­der­stand how he’d pulled off half the stuff in­volved in the Prank. Where had the pie come from?
Harry was start­ing to se­ri­ously fear time travel.
On the other hand, he had to ad­mit that it had been an ir­re­place­able op­por­tu­nity. A prank you could only pull on your­self once in a life­time, within six hours of when you first found out about Time-Turn­ers.
In fact that was even more puz­zling, when Harry thought about it. Time had pre­sented him with the fin­ished Prank as a fait ac­com­pli, and yet it was, quite clearly, his own hand­i­work. Con­cept and ex­e­cu­tion and writ­ing style. Ev­ery last part, even the ones he still didn’t un­der­stand.
Well, time was a-wast­ing and there were at most thirty hours in a day. Harry did know some of what he had to do, and he might fig­ure out the rest, like the pie, while he was work­ing. There was no point putting it off. He couldn’t ex­actly ac­com­plish any­thing stuck here in the fu­ture.

Five hours ear­lier, Harry was sneak­ing into his dorm with his robes pulled up over his head as a thin sort of dis­guise, just in case some­one was al­ready up and about and saw him at the same time as Harry ly­ing in his bed. He didn’t want to have to ex­plain to any­one about his lit­tle med­i­cal prob­lem with Spon­ta­neous Du­pli­ca­tion.
For­tu­nately it seemed that ev­ery­one was still asleep.
And there also seemed to be a box, wrapped in red and green pa­per with a bright golden rib­bon, ly­ing next to his bed. The per­fect, stereo­typ­i­cal im­age of a Christ­mas present, al­though it wasn’t Christ­mas.
Harry crept in as softly as he could man­age, just in case some­one had their Qui­eter turned down low.
There was an en­ve­lope at­tached to the box, closed by plain clear wax with­out a seal im­pressed.
Harry care­fully pried the en­ve­lope open, and took out the let­ter in­side.
The let­ter said:
This is the Cloak of In­vis­i­bil­ity of Ig­no­tus Peverell, passed down through his de­scen­dants the Pot­ters. Un­like lesser cloaks and spells it has the power to keep you hid­den, not merely in­vis­i­ble. Your fa­ther lent it to me to study shortly be­fore he died, and I con­fess that I have re­ceived much good use of it over the years.
In the fu­ture I shall have to get along with Dis­il­lu­sion­ment, I fear. It is time the Cloak was re­turned to you, its heir. I had thought to make this a Christ­mas present, but it wished to come back to your hand be­fore then. It seems to ex­pect you to have need of it. Use it well.
No doubt you are al­ready think­ing of all man­ner of won­der­ful pranks, as your fa­ther com­mit­ted in his day. If his full mis­deeds were known, ev­ery woman in Gryffindor would gather to des­e­crate his grave. I shall not try to stop his­tory from re­peat­ing, but be MOST care­ful not to re­veal your­self. If Dum­b­le­dore saw a chance to pos­sess one of the Deathly Hal­lows, he would never let it es­cape his grasp un­til the day he died.
A Very Merry Christ­mas to you.
The note was un­signed.

“Hold on,” Harry said, pulling up short as the other boys were about to leave the Raven­claw dorm. “Sorry, there’s some­thing else I’ve got to do with my trunk. I’ll be along to break­fast in a cou­ple of min­utes.”
Terry Boot scowled at Harry. “You’d bet­ter not be plan­ning to go through any of our things.”
Harry held up one hand. “I swear that I in­tend to do noth­ing of the sort to any of your things, that I only in­tend to ac­cess ob­jects that I my­self own, that I have no prank­ing or oth­er­wise ques­tion­able in­ten­tions to­wards any of you, and that I do not an­tic­i­pate those in­ten­tions chang­ing be­fore I get to break­fast in the Great Hall.”
Terry frowned. “Wait, is that -”
“Don’t worry,” said Pene­lope Clear­wa­ter, who was there to guide them. “There were no loop­holes. Well-worded, Pot­ter, you should be a lawyer.”
Harry Pot­ter blinked at that. Ah, yes, Raven­claw pre­fect. “Thank you,” he said. “I think.”
“When you try to find the Great Hall, you will get lost.” Pene­lope stated this in the tones of a flat, unar­guable fact. “As soon as you do, ask a por­trait how to get to the first floor. Ask an­other por­trait the in­stant you sus­pect you might be lost again. Es­pe­cially if it seems like you’re go­ing up higher and higher. If you are higher than the whole cas­tle ought to be, stop and wait for search par­ties. Oth­er­wise we shall see you again four months later and you will be five months older and dressed in a loin­cloth and cov­ered in snow and that’s if you stay in­side the cas­tle.”
“Un­der­stood,” said Harry, swal­low­ing hard. “Um, shouldn’t you tell stu­dents all that sort of stuff right away?”
Pene­lope sighed. “What, all of it? That would take weeks. You’ll pick it up as you go along.” She turned to go, fol­lowed by the other stu­dents. “If I don’t see you at break­fast in thirty min­utes, Pot­ter, I’ll start the search.”
Once ev­ery­one was gone, Harry at­tached the note to his bed - he’d al­ready writ­ten it and all the other notes, work­ing in his cav­ern level be­fore ev­ery­one else woke up. Then he care­fully reached in­side the Qui­etus field and pulled the Cloak of In­vis­i­bil­ity off Harry-1‘s still-sleep­ing form.
And just for the sake of mis­chief, Harry put the Cloak into Harry-1‘s pouch, know­ing it would thereby al­ready be in his own.

“I can see that the mes­sage is passed on to Cor­ne­lion Flub­ber­walt,” said the paint­ing of a man with aris­to­cratic airs and, in fact, a per­fectly nor­mal nose. “But might I ask where it came from orig­i­nally?”
Harry shrugged with art­ful help­less­ness. “I was told that it was spo­ken by a hol­low voice that belled forth from a gap within the air it­self, a gap that opened upon a fiery abyss.”

“Hey!” Hermione said in tones of in­dig­na­tion from her place on the other side of the break­fast ta­ble. “That’s ev­ery­one’s dessert! You can’t just take one whole pie and put it in your pouch!”
“I’m not tak­ing one pie, I’m tak­ing two. Sorry ev­ery­one, gotta run now!” Harry ig­nored the cries of out­rage and left the Great Hall. He needed to ar­rive at Her­bol­ogy class a lit­tle early.

Pro­fes­sor Sprout eyed him sharply. “And how do you know what the Slytherins are plan­ning?”
“I can’t name my source,” Harry said. “In fact I have to ask you to pre­tend that this con­ver­sa­tion never hap­pened. Just act like you hap­pened across them nat­u­rally while you were on an er­rand, or some­thing. I’ll run on ahead as soon as Her­bol­ogy gets out. I think I can dis­tract the Slytherins un­til you get there. I’m not easy to scare or bully, and I don’t think they’ll dare to se­ri­ously hurt the Boy-Who-Lived. Though… I’m not ask­ing you to run in the hall­ways, but I would ap­pre­ci­ate it if you didn’t daw­dle along the way.”
Pro­fes­sor Sprout looked at him for a long mo­ment, then her ex­pres­sion soft­ened. “Please be care­ful with your­self, Harry Pot­ter. And… thank you.”
“Just be sure not to be late,” Harry said. “And re­mem­ber, when you get there, you weren’t ex­pect­ing to see me and this con­ver­sa­tion never hap­pened.”

It was hor­ri­ble, watch­ing him­self yank Neville out of the cir­cle of Slytherins. Neville had been right, he’d used too much force, way too much force.
“Hello,” Harry Pot­ter said coldly. “I’m the Boy-Who-Lived.”
Eight first-year boys, mostly the same height. One of them had a scar on his fore­head and he wasn’t act­ing like the oth­ers.
Oh wad some power the giftie gie us
To see oursel’s as oth­ers see us!
It wad frae monie a blun­der free us,
And fool­ish no­tion -
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was right. The Sort­ing Hat was right. It was clear once you saw it from the out­side.
There was some­thing wrong with Harry Pot­ter.









Chap­ter 14. Con­sci­en­tious­ness

Frigideiro!”
Harry dipped a fin­ger in the glass of wa­ter on his desk. It should have been cool. But luke­warm it was, and luke­warm it had stayed. Again.
Harry was feel­ing very, very cheated.
There were hun­dreds of fan­tasy nov­els scat­tered around the Ver­res house­hold. Harry had read quite a few. And it was start­ing to look like he had a mys­te­ri­ous dark side. So af­ter the glass of wa­ter had re­fused to co­op­er­ate the first few times, Harry had glanced around the Charms class­room to make sure no one was watch­ing, and then taken a deep breath, con­cen­trated, and made him­self an­gry. Thought about the Slytherins bul­ly­ing Neville, and the game where some­one knocked down your books ev­ery time you tried to pick them up again. Thought about what Draco Mal­foy had said about the ten-year-old Love­g­ood girl and how the Wiz­eng­amot re­ally op­er­ated…
And the fury had en­tered his blood, he had held out his wand in a hand that trem­bled with hate and said in cold tones “Frigideiro!” and ab­so­lutely noth­ing had hap­pened.
Harry had been gypped. He wanted to write some­one and de­mand a re­fund on his dark side which clearly ought to have ir­re­sistible mag­i­cal power but had turned out to be de­fec­tive.
“Frigideiro!” said Hermione again from the desk next to him. Her wa­ter was solid ice and there were white crys­tals form­ing on the rim of her glass. She seemed to be to­tally in­tent on her own work and not at all con­scious of the other stu­dents star­ing at her with hate­ful eyes, which was ei­ther (a) dan­ger­ously obliv­i­ous of her or (b) a per­fectly honed per­for­mance ris­ing to the level of fine art.
“Oh, very good, Miss Granger!” squeaked Fil­ius Flitwick, their Charms Pro­fes­sor and Head of Raven­claw, a tiny lit­tle man with no vis­i­ble signs of be­ing a past du­el­ing cham­pion. “Ex­cel­lent! Stu­pen­dous!”
Harry had ex­pected to be, in the worst case, sec­ond be­hind Hermione. Harry would have pre­ferred for her to be ri­valling him, of course, but he could have ac­cepted it the other way around.
As of Mon­day, Harry was headed for the bot­tom of the class, a po­si­tion for which he was com­pan­ion­ably ri­valling all the other Mug­gle-raised stu­dents ex­cept Hermione. Who was all alone and ri­val­less at the top, poor thing.
Pro­fes­sor Flitwick was stand­ing over the desk of one of the other Mug­gle­borns and qui­etly ad­just­ing the way she was hold­ing her wand.
Harry looked over at Hermione. He swal­lowed hard. It was the ob­vi­ous role for her in the scheme of things… “Hermione?” Harry said ten­ta­tively. “Do you have any idea what I might be do­ing wrong?”
Hermione’s eyes lit up with a ter­ri­ble light of help­ful­ness and some­thing in the back of Harry’s brain screamed in des­per­ate hu­mil­i­a­tion.
Five min­utes later, Harry’s wa­ter did seem no­tice­ably cooler than room tem­per­a­ture and Hermione had given him a few ver­bal pats on the head and told him to pro­nounce it more care­fully next time and gone off to help some­one else.
Pro­fes­sor Flitwick had given her a House point for help­ing him.
Harry was grit­ting his teeth so hard his jaw ached and that wasn’t help­ing his pro­nun­ci­a­tion.
I don’t care if it’s un­fair com­pe­ti­tion. I know ex­actly what I am do­ing with two ex­tra hours ev­ery day. I am go­ing to sit in my trunk and study un­til I am keep­ing up with Hermione Granger.

“Trans­fig­u­ra­tion is some of the most com­plex and dan­ger­ous magic you will learn at Hog­warts,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. There was no trace of any lev­ity upon the face of the stern old witch. “Any­one mess­ing around in my class will leave and not come back. You have been warned.”
Her wand came down and tapped her desk, which smoothly re­shaped it­self into a pig. A cou­ple of Mug­gle­born stu­dents gave out small yelps. The pig looked around and snorted, seem­ing con­fused, and then be­came a desk again.
The Trans­fig­u­ra­tion Pro­fes­sor looked around the class­room, and then her eyes set­tled on one stu­dent.
“Mr. Pot­ter,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “You only re­ceived your school­books a few days ago. Have you started read­ing your Trans­fig­u­ra­tion text­book?”
“No, sorry pro­fes­sor,” Harry said.
“You needn’t apol­o­gise, Mr. Pot­ter, if you were re­quired to read ahead you would have been told to do so.” McG­o­na­gall’s fin­gers rapped the desk in front of her. “Mr. Pot­ter, would you care to guess whether this is a desk which I Trans­fig­ured into a pig, or if it be­gan as a pig and I briefly re­moved the Trans­fig­u­ra­tion? If you had read the first chap­ter of your text­book, you would know.”
Harry’s eye­brows fur­rowed slightly. “I’d guess it’d be eas­ier to start with a pig, since if it started as a desk, it might not know how to stand up.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall shook her head. “No fault to you, Mr. Pot­ter, but the cor­rect an­swer is that in Trans­fig­u­ra­tion you do not care to guess. Wrong an­swers will be marked with ex­treme sever­ity, ques­tions left blank will be marked with great le­niency. You must learn to know what you do not know. If I ask you any ques­tion, no mat­ter how ob­vi­ous or el­e­men­tary, and you an­swer ‘I’m not sure’, I will not hold it against you and any­one who laughs will lose House points. Can you tell me why this rule ex­ists, Mr. Pot­ter?”
Be­cause a sin­gle er­ror in Trans­fig­u­ra­tion can be in­cred­i­bly dan­ger­ous. “No.”
“Cor­rect. Trans­fig­u­ra­tion is more dan­ger­ous than Ap­pari­tion, which is not taught un­til your sixth year. Un­for­tu­nately, Trans­fig­u­ra­tion must be learned and prac­tised at a young age to max­imise your adult abil­ity. So this is a dan­ger­ous sub­ject, and you should be quite scared of mak­ing any mis­takes, be­cause none of my stu­dents have ever been per­ma­nently in­jured and I will be ex­tremely put out if you are the first class to spoil my record.”
Sev­eral stu­dents gulped.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall stood up and moved over to the wall be­hind her desk, which held a pol­ished wooden board. “There are many rea­sons why Trans­fig­u­ra­tion is dan­ger­ous, but one rea­son stands above all the rest.” She pro­duced a short quill with a thick end, and used it to sketch let­ters in red; which she then un­der­lined, us­ing the same marker, in blue:
TRANS­FIG­U­RA­TION IS NOT PER­MA­NENT!
“Trans­fig­u­ra­tion is not per­ma­nent!” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “Trans­fig­u­ra­tion is not per­ma­nent! Trans­fig­u­ra­tion is not per­ma­nent! Mr. Pot­ter, sup­pose a stu­dent Trans­fig­ured a block of wood into a cup of wa­ter, and you drank it. What do you imag­ine might hap­pen to you when the Trans­fig­u­ra­tion wore off?” There was a pause. “Ex­cuse me, I should not have asked that of you, Mr. Pot­ter, I for­got that you are blessed with an un­usu­ally pes­simistic imag­i­na­tion -”
“I’m fine,” Harry said, swal­low­ing hard. “So the first an­swer is that I don’t know,” the Pro­fes­sor nod­ded ap­prov­ingly, “but I imag­ine there might be… wood in my stom­ach, and in my blood­stream, and if any of that wa­ter had got­ten ab­sorbed into my body’s tis­sues - would it be wood pulp or solid wood or…” Harry’s grasp of magic failed him. He couldn’t un­der­stand how wood mapped into wa­ter in the first place, so he couldn’t un­der­stand what would hap­pen af­ter the wa­ter mol­e­cules were scram­bled by or­di­nary ther­mal mo­tions and the magic wore off and the map­ping re­versed.
McG­o­na­gall’s face was stiff. “As Mr. Pot­ter has cor­rectly rea­soned, he would be­come ex­tremely sick and re­quire im­me­di­ate Floo­ing to St. Mungo’s Hos­pi­tal if he was to have any chance of sur­vival. Please turn your text­books to page 5.”
Even with­out any sound in the mov­ing pic­ture, you could tell that the woman with hor­ri­bly dis­col­ored skin was scream­ing.
“The crim­i­nal who orig­i­nally Trans­fig­ured gold into wine and gave it to this woman to drink, ‘in pay­ment of the debt’ as he put it, re­ceived a sen­tence of ten years in Azk­a­ban. Please turn to page 6. That is a De­men­tor. They are the guardians of Azk­a­ban. They suck away at your magic, your life, and any happy thoughts you try to have. The pic­ture on page 7 is of the crim­i­nal ten years later, on his re­lease. You will note that he is dead - yes, Mr. Pot­ter?”
“Pro­fes­sor,” Harry said, “if the worst hap­pens in a case like that, is there any way of main­tain­ing the Trans­fig­u­ra­tion?”
“No,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said flatly. “Sus­tain­ing a Trans­fig­u­ra­tion is a con­stant drain on your magic which scales with the size of the tar­get form. And you would need to re­con­tact the tar­get ev­ery few hours, which is, in a case like this, im­pos­si­ble. Dis­as­ters like this are un­re­cov­er­able!”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall leaned for­wards, her face very hard. “You will ab­so­lutely never un­der any cir­cum­stances Trans­fig­ure any­thing into a liq­uid or a gas. No wa­ter, no air. Noth­ing like wa­ter, noth­ing like air. Even if it is not meant to drink. Liq­uid evap­o­rates, lit­tle bits and pieces of it get into the air. You will not Trans­fig­ure any­thing that is to be burned. It will make smoke and some­one could breathe that smoke! You will never Trans­fig­ure any­thing that could con­ceiv­ably go in­side any­one’s body by any means. No food. Noth­ing that looks like food. Not even as a funny lit­tle prank where you mean to tell them about your mud pie be­fore they ac­tu­ally eat it. You will never do it. Pe­riod. In­side this class­room or out of it or any­where. Is that well un­der­stood by ev­ery sin­gle stu­dent?”
“Yes,” said Harry, Hermione, and a few oth­ers. The rest seemed to be speech­less.
“Is that well un­der­stood by ev­ery sin­gle stu­dent?”
“Yes,” they said or mut­tered or whis­pered.
“If you break any of these rules you will not fur­ther study Trans­fig­u­ra­tion dur­ing your stay at Hog­warts. Re­peat along with me. I will never Trans­fig­ure any­thing into a liq­uid or gas.”
“I will never Trans­fig­ure any­thing into a liq­uid or gas,” said the stu­dents in ragged cho­rus.
“Again! Louder! I will never Trans­fig­ure any­thing into a liq­uid or gas.”
“I will never Trans­fig­ure any­thing into a liq­uid or gas.”
“I will never Trans­fig­ure any­thing that looks like food or any­thing else that goes in­side a hu­man body.”
“I will never Trans­fig­ure any­thing that is to be burned be­cause it could make smoke.”
“You will never Trans­fig­ure any­thing that looks like money, in­clud­ing Mug­gle money,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “The gob­lins have ways of find­ing out who did it. As a mat­ter of recog­nised law, the gob­lin na­tion is in a per­ma­nent state of war with all mag­i­cal coun­ter­feit­ers. They will not send Au­rors. They will send an army.”
“I will never Trans­fig­ure any­thing that looks like money,” re­peated the stu­dents.
“And above all,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, “you will not Trans­fig­ure any liv­ing sub­ject, es­pe­cially your­selves. It will make you very sick and pos­si­bly dead, de­pend­ing on how you Trans­fig­ure your­self and how long you main­tain the change.” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall paused. “Mr. Pot­ter is cur­rently hold­ing up his hand be­cause he has seen an An­i­ma­gus trans­for­ma­tion - specif­i­cally, a hu­man trans­form­ing into a cat and back again. But an An­i­ma­gus trans­for­ma­tion is not free Trans­fig­u­ra­tion.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall took a small chunk of wood out of her pocket. With a tap of her wand it be­came a glass ball. Then she said “Cryst­fer­rium!” and the glass ball be­came a steel ball. She tapped it with her wand one last time and the steel ball be­came a piece of wood once more. ”Cryst­fer­rium trans­forms a sub­ject of solid glass into a sim­i­larly shaped tar­get of solid steel. It can­not do the re­verse, nor can it trans­form a desk into a pig. The most gen­eral form of Trans­fig­u­ra­tion - free Trans­fig­u­ra­tion, which you will be learn­ing here - is ca­pa­ble of trans­form­ing any sub­ject into any tar­get, at least so far as phys­i­cal form is con­cerned. For this rea­son, free Trans­fig­u­ra­tion must be done word­lessly. Us­ing Charms would re­quire dif­fer­ent words for ev­ery dif­fer­ent trans­for­ma­tion be­tween sub­ject and tar­get.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall gave her stu­dents a sharp look. “Some teach­ers be­gin with Trans­fig­u­ra­tion Charms and move on to free Trans­fig­u­ra­tion af­ter­wards. Yes, that would be much eas­ier in the be­gin­ning. But it can set you in a poor mold which im­pairs your abil­i­ties later. Here you will learn free Trans­fig­u­ra­tion from the very start, which re­quires that you cast the spell word­lessly, by hold­ing the sub­ject form, the tar­get form, and the trans­for­ma­tion within your own mind.”
“And to an­swer Mr. Pot­ter’s ques­tion,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall went on, “it is free Trans­fig­u­ra­tion which you must never do to any liv­ing sub­ject. There are Charms and po­tions which can safely, re­versibly trans­form liv­ing sub­jects in lim­ited ways. An An­i­ma­gus with a miss­ing limb will still be miss­ing that limb af­ter trans­form­ing, for ex­am­ple. Free Trans­fig­u­ra­tion is not safe. Your body will change while it is Trans­fig­ured - breath­ing, for ex­am­ple, re­sults in a con­stant loss of the body’s stuff to the sur­round­ing air. When the Trans­fig­u­ra­tion wears off and your body tries to re­vert to its orig­i­nal form, it will not quite be able to do so. If you press your wand to your body and imag­ine your­self with golden hair, af­ter­wards your hair will fall out. If you vi­su­alise your­self as some­one with clearer skin, you will be tak­ing a long stay at St. Mungo’s. And if you Trans­fig­ure your­self into an adult bod­ily form, then, when the Trans­fig­u­ra­tion wears off, you will die.”
That ex­plained why he had seen such things as fat boys, or girls less than per­fectly pretty. Or old peo­ple, for that mat­ter. That wouldn’t hap­pen if you could just Trans­fig­ure your­self ev­ery morn­ing… Harry raised his hand and tried to sig­nal Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall with his eyes.
“Yes, Mr. Pot­ter?”
“Is it pos­si­ble to Trans­fig­ure a liv­ing sub­ject into a tar­get that is static, such as a coin - no, ex­cuse me, I’m ter­ri­bly sorry, let’s just say a steel ball.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall shook her head. “Mr. Pot­ter, even inan­i­mate ob­jects un­dergo small in­ter­nal changes over time. There would be no vis­i­ble changes to your body af­ter­wards, and for the first minute, you would no­tice noth­ing wrong. But in an hour you would be sick, and in a day you would be dead.”
“Erm, ex­cuse me, so if I’d read the first chap­ter I could have guessed that the desk was orig­i­nally a desk and not a pig,” Harry said, “but only if I made the fur­ther as­sump­tion that you didn’t want to kill the pig, that might seem highly prob­a­ble but -”
“I can fore­see that mark­ing your tests will be an end­less source of de­light to me, Mr. Pot­ter. But if you have other ques­tions can I please ask you to wait un­til af­ter class?”
“No fur­ther ques­tions, pro­fes­sor.”
“Now re­peat af­ter me,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “I will never try to Trans­fig­ure any liv­ing sub­ject, es­pe­cially my­self, un­less specif­i­cally in­structed to do so us­ing a spe­cialised Charm or po­tion.”
“If I am not sure whether a Trans­fig­u­ra­tion is safe, I will not try it un­til I have asked Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall or Pro­fes­sor Flitwick or Pro­fes­sor Snape or the Head­mas­ter, who are the only recog­nised au­thor­i­ties on Trans­fig­u­ra­tion at Hog­warts. Ask­ing an­other stu­dent is not ac­cept­able, even if they say that they re­mem­ber ask­ing the same ques­tion.”
“Even if the cur­rent De­fence Pro­fes­sor at Hog­warts tells me that a Trans­fig­u­ra­tion is safe, and even if I see the De­fence Pro­fes­sor do it and noth­ing bad seems to hap­pen, I will not try it my­self.”
“I have the ab­so­lute right to refuse to per­form any Trans­fig­u­ra­tion about which I feel the slight­est bit ner­vous. Since not even the Head­mas­ter of Hog­warts can or­der me to do oth­er­wise, I cer­tainly will not ac­cept any such or­der from the De­fence Pro­fes­sor, even if the De­fence Pro­fes­sor threat­ens to deduct one hun­dred House points and have me ex­pelled.”
“If I break any of these rules I will not fur­ther study Trans­fig­u­ra­tion dur­ing my time at Hog­warts.”
“We will re­peat these rules at the start of ev­ery class for the first month,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “And now, we will be­gin with matches as sub­jects and nee­dles as tar­gets… put away your wands, thank you, by ‘be­gin’ I meant that you will be­gin tak­ing notes.”
Half an hour be­fore the end of class, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall handed out the matches.
At the end of the class Hermione had a sil­very-look­ing match and the en­tire rest of the class, Mug­gle­born or oth­er­wise, had ex­actly what they’d started with.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall awarded her an­other point for Raven­claw.

Af­ter the Trans­fig­u­ra­tion class was dis­missed, Hermione came over to Harry’s desk as Harry was putting away his books into his pouch.
“You know,” Hermione said with an in­no­cent ex­pres­sion on her face, “I earned two points for Raven­claw to­day.”
“So you did,” Harry said shortly.
“But that wasn’t as good as your seven points,” she said. “I guess I’m just not as in­tel­li­gent as you.”
Harry fin­ished feed­ing his home­work into the pouch and turned to Hermione with his eyes nar­rowed. He’d ac­tu­ally for­got­ten about that.
She bat­ted her eye­lashes at him. “We have lessons ev­ery day, though. I won­der how long it will take you to find some more Huf­flepuffs to res­cue? To­day is Mon­day. So that gives you un­til Thurs­day.”
The two of them stared into each other’s eyes, un­blink­ing.
Harry spoke first. “Of course you re­alise this means war.”
“I didn’t know we’d been at peace.”
All of the other stu­dents were now watch­ing with fas­ci­nated eyes. All of the other stu­dents, plus, un­for­tu­nately, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.
“Oh, Mr. Pot­ter,” sang Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall from the other side of the room, “I have some good news for you. Madam Pom­frey has ap­proved your sug­ges­tion for pre­vent­ing break­age in her Spim­ster wick­ets, and the plan is to fin­ish the job by the end of next week. I’d say that de­serves… let’s call it ten points for Raven­claw.”
Hermione’s face was gap­ing in be­trayal and shock. Harry imag­ined his own face didn’t look much dif­fer­ent.
“Pro­fes­sor…” Harry hissed.
“Those ten points are un­ques­tion­ably de­served, Mr. Pot­ter. I would not hand out House points on a whim. To you it might have been a sim­ple mat­ter of see­ing some­thing frag­ile and sug­gest­ing a way to pro­tect it, but Spim­ster wick­ets are ex­pen­sive, and the Head­mas­ter was not pleased the last time one broke.” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall looked thought­ful. “My, I won­der if any other stu­dent has ever earned sev­en­teen House points on his first day of lessons. I’ll have to look it up, but I sus­pect that’s a new record. Per­haps we should have an an­nounce­ment at din­ner­time?”
“PRO­FES­SOR!” Harry shrieked. “This is our war! Stop med­dling!”
“Now you have un­til Thurs­day of next week, Mr. Pot­ter. Un­less, of course, you en­gage in some sort of mis­chief and lose House points be­fore then. Ad­dress­ing a pro­fes­sor dis­re­spect­fully, for ex­am­ple.” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall put a fin­ger on her cheek and looked re­flec­tive. “I ex­pect you’ll hit neg­a­tive num­bers be­fore the end of Fri­day.”
Harry’s mouth snapped shut. He sent his best Death Glare at McG­o­na­gall but she only seemed to find it amus­ing.
“Yes, def­i­nitely an an­nounce­ment at din­ner,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall mused. “But it wouldn’t do to of­fend the Slytherins, so the an­nounce­ment should be brief. Just the num­ber of points and the fact of the record… and if any­one comes to you for help with their school­work and is dis­ap­pointed that you haven’t even started read­ing your text­books, you can al­ways re­fer them to Miss Granger.”
“Pro­fes­sor!” said Hermione in a rather high-pitched voice.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall ig­nored her. “My, I won­der how long it will take be­fore Miss Granger does some­thing de­serv­ing of a din­ner­time an­nounce­ment? I look for­ward to see­ing it, what­ever it may be.”
Harry and Hermione, by un­spo­ken mu­tual con­sent, turned and stormed out of the class­room. They were fol­lowed by a trail of hyp­no­tised Raven­claws.
“Um,” Harry said. “Are we still on for af­ter din­ner?”
“Of course,” said Hermione. “I wouldn’t want you to fall fur­ther be­hind on your study­ing.”
“Why, thank you. And let me say that as bril­liant as you are al­ready, I can’t help but won­der what you’ll be like once you have some el­e­men­tary train­ing in ra­tio­nal­ity.”
“Is it re­ally that use­ful? It didn’t seem to help you with Charms or Trans­fig­u­ra­tion.”
There was a slight pause.
“Well, I only got my school­books four days ago. That’s why I had to earn those sev­en­teen House points with­out us­ing my wand.”
“Four days ago? Maybe you can’t read eight books in four days but you might have at least read one. How many days will it take to fin­ish at that rate? You know all that math­e­mat­ics, so can you tell me what’s eight, times four, di­vided by zero?”
“I’ve got classes now, which you didn’t, but week­ends are free, so… limit of eight times four di­vided by ep­silon as ep­silon ap­proaches zero plus… 10:47AM on Sun­day.”
“I did it in three days ac­tu­ally.”
“2:47PM on Sat­ur­day it is, then. I’m sure I’ll find the time some­where.”
And there was evening and there was morn­ing, the first day.









Chap­ter 15. Lat­eral Think­ing

As soon as he walked into the De­fence class­room on Wednes­day, Harry knew that this sub­ject was go­ing to be dif­fer­ent.
It was, for a start, the largest class­room he had yet seen at Hog­warts, akin to a ma­jor uni­ver­sity class­room, with lay­ered tiers of desks fac­ing a gi­gan­tic flat stage of white mar­ble. The class­room was high up in the cas­tle - on the fifth floor - and Harry knew that was as much ex­pla­na­tion as he’d get for where a room like this was sup­posed to fit. It was be­com­ing clear that Hog­warts sim­ply did not have a ge­om­e­try, Eu­clidean or oth­er­wise; it had con­nec­tions, not di­rec­tions.
Un­like a uni­ver­sity hall, there weren’t rows of fold­ing seats; in­stead there were quite or­di­nary Hog­warts wooden desks and wooden chairs, lined up in a curve across each level of the class­room. Ex­cept that each desk had a flat, white, rec­tan­gu­lar, mys­te­ri­ous ob­ject propped up on it.
In the cen­ter of the gi­gan­tic plat­form, on a small raised dais of darker mar­ble, was a lone teacher’s desk. At which Quir­rell sat slumped over in his chair, head lolled back, drool­ing slightly over his robes.
Now what does that re­mind me of…?
Harry had ar­rived at the les­son so early that no other stu­dents were there yet. (The Eng­lish lan­guage was de­fec­tive when it came to de­scrib­ing time travel; in par­tic­u­lar, Eng­lish lacked any words ca­pa­ble of ex­press­ing how con­ve­nient it was.) Quir­rell didn’t seem to be… func­tional… at the mo­ment, and Harry didn’t par­tic­u­larly feel like ap­proach­ing Quir­rell any­way.
Harry se­lected a desk, climbed up to it, sat down, and re­trieved the De­fence text­book. He was around seven-eighths of the way through - he’d planned on fin­ish­ing the book be­fore this les­son, ac­tu­ally, but he was run­ning be­hind sched­ule and had al­ready used the Time-Turner twice to­day.
Soon there were sounds as the class­room be­gan to fill up. Harry ig­nored them.
“Pot­ter? What are you do­ing here?”
That voice didn’t be­long here. Harry looked up. “Draco? What are you do­ing in oh my god you have min­ions.”
One of the lads stand­ing be­hind Draco seemed to have rather a lot of mus­cle for an eleven-year-old, and the other was poised in a sus­pi­ciously bal­anced-look­ing stance.
The white-blonde-haired boy smiled rather smugly and ges­tured be­hind him. “Pot­ter, I in­tro­duce to you Mr. Crabbe,” his hand moved from Mus­cles to Bal­ance, “Mr. Goyle. Vin­cent, Gre­gory, this is Harry Pot­ter.”
Mr. Goyle tilted his head and gave Harry a look that was prob­a­bly sup­posed to mean some­thing but ended up just look­ing squinty. Mr. Crabbe said “Please to meetcha” in a tone that sounded like he was try­ing to lower his voice as far as it could go.
A fleet­ing ex­pres­sion of con­ster­na­tion crossed Draco’s face, but was quickly re­placed by his su­pe­rior grin.
“You have min­ions!” Harry re­peated. “Where do I get min­ions?”
Draco’s smirk grew wider. “I’m afraid, Pot­ter, that the first step is to be Sorted into Slytherin -”
“What? That’s not fair!”
“- and then for your fam­i­lies to have an ar­range­ment from be­fore you were born.”
Harry looked at Mr. Crabbe and Mr. Goyle. They both seemed to be try­ing very hard to loom. That is, they were lean­ing for­wards, hunch­ing over their shoul­ders, stick­ing their necks out and star­ing at him.
“Um… hold on,” said Harry. “This was ar­ranged years ago?”
“Ex­actly, Pot­ter. I’m afraid you’re out of luck.”
Mr. Goyle pro­duced a tooth­pick and be­gan clean­ing his teeth, still loom­ing.
“And,” said Harry, “Lu­cius in­sisted that you were not to grow up know­ing your body­guards, and that you were only to meet them on your first day of school.”
That wiped the grin from Draco’s face. “Yes, Pot­ter, we all know you’re bril­liant, the whole school knows by now, you can stop show­ing off -”
“So they’ve been told their whole lives that they’re go­ing to be your min­ions and they’ve spent years imag­in­ing what min­ions are sup­posed to be like -”
Draco winced.
“- and what’s worse, they do know each other and they’ve been prac­tis­ing -”
“The boss told ya to shut it,” rum­bled Mr. Crabbe. Mr. Goyle bit down on his tooth­pick, hold­ing it be­tween his teeth, and used one hand to crack the knuck­les on the other.
“I told you not to do this in front of Harry Pot­ter!”
The two looked a bit sheep­ish and Mr. Goyle quickly put the tooth­pick back in a pocket of his robes.
But the mo­ment Draco turned away from them to face Harry again, they went back to loom­ing.
“I apol­o­gise,” Draco said stiffly, “for the in­sult which these im­be­ciles have of­fered you.”
Harry gave a mean­ing­ful look to Mr. Crabbe and Mr. Goyle. “I’d say you’re be­ing a lit­tle harsh on them, Draco. I think they’re act­ing ex­actly the way I’d want my min­ions to act. I mean, if I had any min­ions.”
Draco’s jaw dropped.
“Hey, Gre­gory, you don’ think he’s tryna lure us away from the boss, do ya?”
“I’m sure Mr. Pot­ter wouldn’t be that fool­ish.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it,” Harry said smoothly. “It’s just some­thing to keep in mind if your cur­rent em­ployer seems un­ap­pre­cia­tive. Be­sides, it never hurts to have other of­fers while you’re ne­go­ti­at­ing your work­ing con­di­tions, right?”
“What’s he doin’ in Raven­claw?”
“I can’t imag­ine, Mr. Crabbe.”
“Both of you shut up,” Draco said through grit­ted teeth. “That’s an or­der.” With a vis­i­ble ef­fort, he trans­ferred his at­ten­tion to Harry again. “Any­way, what’re you do­ing in the Slytherin De­fence class?”
Harry frowned. “Hold on.” His hand went into his pouch. “Timetable.” He looked over the parch­ment. “De­fence, 2:30pm, and right now it’s…” Harry looked at his me­chan­i­cal watch, which read 11:23. “2:23, un­less I’ve lost track of time. Did I?” If he had, well, Harry knew how to get to what­ever les­son he was sup­posed to be at. God he loved his Time-Turner and some­day, when he was old enough, they would get mar­ried.
“No, that sounds right,” Draco said, look­ing puz­zled. His gaze turned to look over the rest of the au­di­to­rium, which was fill­ing with green-trimmed robes and…
“Gryffind­orks!” spat Draco. “What’re they do­ing here?”
“Hm,” Harry said. “Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell did say… I for­get his ex­act words… that he would be ig­nor­ing some of the Hog­warts teach­ing con­ven­tions. Maybe he just com­bined all his classes.”
“Huh,” said Draco. “You’re the first Raven­claw in here.”
“Yup. Got here early.”
“What’re you do­ing all the way in the back row, then?”
Harry blinked. “I dunno, seemed like a good place to sit?”
Draco made a scoff­ing sound. “You couldn’t get any fur­ther away from the teacher if you tried.” The blonde-haired boy leaned slightly closer. “Any­way, is it true about what you said to Der­rick and his crew?”
“Who’s Der­rick?”
“You hit him with a pie?”
“Two pies, ac­tu­ally. What am I sup­posed to have said to him?”
“That he wasn’t do­ing any­thing cun­ning or am­bi­tious and he was a dis­grace to Salazar Slytherin.” Draco was star­ing in­tently at Harry.
“That… sounds about right,” Harry said. “I think it was more like, ‘is this some kind of in­cred­i­bly clever plot that will gain you a fu­ture ad­van­tage or is it re­ally as much of a dis­grace to the mem­ory of Salazar Slytherin as it looks like’ or some­thing like that. I don’t re­mem­ber the ex­act words.”
“You’re con­fus­ing ev­ery­one, you know,” said the blonde-haired boy.
“Huh?” Harry said in hon­est con­fu­sion.
“War­ring­ton said that spend­ing a long time un­der the Sort­ing Hat is one of the warn­ing signs of a ma­jor Dark Wiz­ard. Ev­ery­one was talk­ing about it, won­der­ing if they should start suck­ing up to you just in case. Then you went and pro­tected a bunch of Huf­flepuffs, for Mer­lin’s sake. Then you told Der­rick he’s a dis­grace to Salazar Slytherin’s mem­ory! What’s any­one sup­posed to think?”
“That the Sort­ing Hat de­cided to put me in the House of ‘Slytherin! Just kid­ding! Raven­claw!’ and I’ve been act­ing ac­cord­ingly.”
Mr. Crabbe and Mr. Goyle both gig­gled, caus­ing Mr. Goyle to quickly clap a hand to his mouth.
“We’d bet­ter go get our seats,” Draco said. He hes­i­tated, straight­ened a bit, spoke a bit more fo­ma­lly. “But I do want to con­tinue our last con­ver­sa­tion and I ac­cept your con­di­tions.”
Harry nod­ded. “Would you mind ter­ri­bly if I waited un­til Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon? I’m in a bit of a con­test right now.”
“A con­test?”
“See if I can read all my text­books as fast as Hermione Granger did.”
“Granger,” Draco echoed. His eyes nar­rowed. “The mud­blood who thinks she’s Mer­lin? If you’re try­ing to show her up then all Slytherin wishes you the very best luck, Pot­ter, and I won’t bother you ‘til Sat­ur­day.” Draco in­clined his head re­spect­fully, and wan­dered off, tailed by his min­ions.
Oh, this is go­ing to be so much fun to jug­gle, I can al­ready tell.
The class­room was fill­ing up rapidly now with all four col­ors of trim: green, red, yel­low, and blue. Draco and his two friends seemed to be in the midst of try­ing to ac­quire three con­tigu­ous front-row seats - al­ready oc­cu­pied, of course. Mr. Crabbe and Mr. Goyle were loom­ing vig­or­ously, but it didn’t seem to be hav­ing much ef­fect.
Harry bent over his De­fence text­book and con­tin­ued read­ing.

At 2:35PM, when most of the seats were taken and no one else seemed to be com­ing in, Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell gave a sud­den jerk in his chair and sat up straight, and his face ap­peared on all the flat, white rec­tan­gu­lar ob­jects that were propped up on the stu­dents’ desks.
Harry was taken by sur­prise, both by the sud­den ap­pear­ance of Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s face and by the re­sem­blance to Mug­gle tele­vi­sion. There was some­thing both nos­tal­gic and sad about that, it seemed so much like a piece of home and yet it wasn’t re­ally…
“Good af­ter­noon, my young ap­pren­tices,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. His voice seemed to come from the desk screen and to be speak­ing di­rectly to Harry. “Wel­come to your first les­son in Bat­tle Magic, as the founders of Hog­warts would have put it; or, as it hap­pens to be called in the late twen­ti­eth cen­tury, De­fence Against the Dark Arts.”
There was a cer­tain amount of fran­tic scrab­bling as stu­dents, taken by sur­prise, reached for their parch­ment or note­books.
“No,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said. “Don’t bother writ­ing down what this sub­ject was once called. No such point­less ques­tion will count to­ward your marks in any of my lessons. That is a prom­ise.”
Many stu­dents sat straight up at that, look­ing rather shocked.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was smil­ing thinly. “Those of you who have wasted time by read­ing your use­less first-year De­fence text­books -”
Some­one made a chok­ing sound. Harry won­dered if it was Hermione.
“- may have got­ten the im­pres­sion that al­though this sub­ject is called De­fence Against the Dark Arts, it is ac­tu­ally about how to de­fend against Night­mare But­ter­flies, which cause mildly bad dreams, or Acid Slugs, which can dis­solve all the way through a two-inch wooden beam given most of a day.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell stood up, shov­ing his chair back from the desk. The screen on Harry’s desk fol­lowed his ev­ery move. Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell strode to­wards the front of the class­room, and bel­lowed:
“The Hun­gar­ian Horn­tail is taller than a dozen men! It breathes fire so quickly and so ac­cu­rately that it can melt a Snitch in mid­flight! One Killing Curse will bring it down!”
There were gasps from the stu­dents.
“The Moun­tain Troll is more dan­ger­ous than the Hun­gar­ian Horn­tail! It is strong enough to bite through steel! Its hide is re­sis­tant enough to with­stand Stun­ning Hexes and Cut­ting Charms! Its sense of smell is so acute that it can tell from afar whether its prey is part of a pack, or alone and vul­ner­a­ble! Most fear­some of all, the troll is unique among mag­i­cal crea­tures in con­tin­u­ously main­tain­ing a form of Trans­fig­u­ra­tion on it­self - it is al­ways trans­form­ing into its own body. If you some­how suc­ceed in rip­ping off its arm it will grow an­other within sec­onds! Fire and acid will pro­duce scar tis­sue which can tem­po­rar­ily con­fuse a troll’s re­gen­er­a­tive pow­ers - for an hour or two! They are smart enough to use clubs as tools! The moun­tain troll is the third most per­fect killing ma­chine in all Na­ture! One Killing Curse will bring it down.”
The stu­dents were look­ing rather shocked.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was smil­ing rather grimly. “Your sad ex­cuse for a third-year De­fence text­book will sug­gest to you that you ex­pose the moun­tain troll to sun­light, which will freeze it in place. This, my young ap­pren­tices, is the sort of use­less knowl­edge you will never find in my lessons. You do not en­counter moun­tain trolls in open day­light! The idea that you should use sun­light to stop them is the re­sult of fool­ish text­book au­thors try­ing to show off their mas­tery of minu­tia at the ex­pense of prac­ti­cal­ity. Just be­cause there is a ridicu­lously ob­scure way of deal­ing with moun­tain trolls does not mean you should ac­tu­ally try to use it! The Killing Curse is un­block­able, un­stop­pable, and works ev­ery sin­gle time on any­thing with a brain. If, as an adult wiz­ard, you find your­self in­ca­pable of us­ing the Killing Curse, then you can sim­ply Ap­pa­rate away! Like­wise if you are fac­ing the sec­ond most per­fect killing ma­chine, a De­men­tor. You just Ap­pa­rate away!”
“Un­less, of course,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, his voice now lower and harder, “you are un­der the in­flu­ence of an anti-Ap­pari­tion jinx. No, there is ex­actly one mon­ster which can threaten you once you are fully grown. The sin­gle most dan­ger­ous mon­ster in all the world, so dan­ger­ous that noth­ing else comes close. The Dark Wiz­ard. That is the only thing that will still be able to threaten you.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s lips were set in a thin line. “I will re­luc­tantly teach you enough trivia for a pass­ing mark on the Min­istry-man­dated por­tions of your first-year fi­nals. Since your ex­act mark on these sec­tions will make no dif­fer­ence to your fu­ture life, any­one who wants more than a pass­ing mark is wel­come to waste their own time study­ing our pa­thetic ex­cuse for a text­book. The ti­tle of this sub­ject is not De­fence Against Mi­nor Pests. You are here to learn how to de­fend your­selves against the Dark Arts. Which means, let us be very clear on this, de­fend­ing your­selves against Dark Wiz­ards. Peo­ple with wands who want to hurt you and who will likely suc­ceed in do­ing so un­less you hurt them first! There is no de­fence with­out of­fence! There is no de­fence with­out fight­ing! This re­al­ity is deemed too harsh for eleven-year-olds by the fat, over­paid, Au­ror-guarded politi­cians who man­dated your cur­ricu­lum. To the abyss with those fools! You are here for the sub­ject that has been taught at Hog­warts for eight hun­dred years! Wel­come to your first year of Bat­tle Magic!”
Harry started ap­plaud­ing. He couldn’t help him­self, it was too in­spir­ing.
Once Harry started clap­ping there was some scat­tered re­sponse from Gryffindor, and more from Slytherin, but most stu­dents sim­ply seemed too stunned to re­act.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell made a cut­ting ges­ture, and the ap­plause died in­stantly. “Thank you very much,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “Now to prac­ti­cal­i­ties. I have com­bined all my first-year Bat­tle classes into one, which al­lows me to of­fer you twice as much class­room time as Dou­bles ses­sions -”
There were gasps of hor­ror.
“- an in­creased load which I will make up to you by not as­sign­ing any home­work.”
The gasps of hor­ror cut off abruptly.
“Yes, you heard me cor­rectly. I will teach you to fight, not to write twelve inches on fight­ing due Mon­day.”
Harry des­per­ately wished he’d sat next to Hermione so he could see the look on her face now, but on the other hand he was pretty sure he was imag­in­ing it ac­cu­rately.
Also Harry was in love. It would be a three-way wed­ding: him, the Time-Turner, and Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
“For those of you who so choose, I have ar­ranged some af­ter-school ac­tiv­i­ties that I think you will find quite in­ter­est­ing as well as ed­u­ca­tional. Do you want to show the world your own abil­i­ties in­stead of watch­ing four­teen other peo­ple play Quid­ditch? More than seven peo­ple can fight in an army.”
Hot damn.
“These and other af­ter-school ac­tiv­i­ties will also earn you Quir­rell points. What are Quir­rell points, you ask? The House point sys­tem does not suit my needs, be­cause it makes House points too rare. I pre­fer to let my stu­dents know how they are do­ing more fre­quently than that. And on the rare oc­ca­sions I of­fer you a writ­ten test, it will mark it­self as you go along, and if you get too many re­lated ques­tions wrong, your test will show the names of stu­dents who got those ques­tions right, and those stu­dents will be able to earn Quir­rell points by help­ing you.”
…wow. Why didn’t the other pro­fes­sors use a sys­tem like that?
“What good are Quir­rell points, you won­der? For a start, ten Quir­rell points will be worth one House point. But they will earn you other fa­vors as well. Would you like to take your exam at an un­usual time? Is there a par­tic­u­lar ses­sion you would very much pre­fer to skip? You will find that I can be very flex­i­ble on be­half of stu­dents who have ac­cu­mu­lated enough Quir­rell points. Quir­rell points will con­trol the gen­er­al­ship of the armies. And for Christ­mas - just be­fore the Christ­mas break - I will grant some­one a wish. Any school-re­lated feat that lies within my power, my in­flu­ence, or above all, my in­ge­nu­ity. Yes, I was in Slytherin and I am of­fer­ing to for­mu­late a cun­ning plot on your be­half, if that is what it takes to ac­com­plish your de­sire. This wish will go to who­ever has earned the most Quir­rell points within all seven years.”
That would be Harry.
“Now leave your books and loose items at your desks - they will be safe, the screens will watch over them for you - and come down onto this plat­form. It’s time to play a game called Who’s the Most Dan­ger­ous Stu­dent in the Class­room.”

Harry twisted his wand in his right hand and said “Ma-ha-su!”
There was an­other high-pitched “bing” from the float­ing blue sphere that Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had as­signed to Harry as his tar­get. That par­tic­u­lar sound meant a per­fect strike, which Harry had been got­ten on nine out of his last ten at­tempts.
Some­where Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had dug up a spell that was in­cred­i­bly easy to pro­nounce, and had a ridicu­lously sim­ple wand mo­tion, and had a ten­dency to hit wher­ever you were cur­rently look­ing at. Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had dis­dain­fully pro­claimed that real bat­tle magic was far more dif­fi­cult than this. That the hex was en­tirely use­less in ac­tual com­bat. That it was a barely or­dered burst of magic whose only real con­tent was the aim­ing, and that it would pro­duce, when it hit, a pain briefly equiv­a­lent to be­ing punched hard in the nose. That the sole pur­pose of this test was to see who was a fast learner, since Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was cer­tain no one would have pre­vi­ously en­coun­tered this hex or any­thing like it.
Harry didn’t care about any of that.
“Ma-ha-su!”
A red bolt of en­ergy shot out of his wand and struck the tar­get and the blue sphere once again made the bing which meant the spell had ac­tu­ally worked for him.
Harry was feel­ing like a real wiz­ard for the first time since he’d come to Hog­warts. He wished the tar­get would dodge like the lit­tle spheres that Ben Kenobi had used for train­ing Luke, but for some rea­son Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had in­stead lined up all the stu­dents and tar­gets in neat or­ders which made sure they wouldn’t fire on each other.
So Harry low­ered his wand, skipped to the right, snapped up his wand and twisted and shouted “Ma-ha-su!”
There was a lower-pitched “dong” which meant he’d got­ten it al­most right.
Harry put his wand into his pocket, skipped back to the left and drew and fired an­other red bolt of en­ergy.
The high-pitched bing which re­sulted was eas­ily one of the most sat­is­fy­ing sounds he’d heard in his life. Harry wanted to scream in tri­umph at the top of his lungs. I CAN DO MAGIC! FEAR ME, LAWS OF PHYSICS, I’M COM­ING TO VI­O­LATE YOU!
“Ma-ha-su!” Harry’s voice was loud, but hardly no­tice­able over the steady chant of sim­i­lar cries from around the class­room plat­form.
“Enough,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s am­pli­fied voice. (It didn’t sound loud. It sounded like nor­mal vol­ume, com­ing from just be­hind your left shoul­der, no mat­ter where you were stand­ing rel­a­tive to Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.) “I see that all of you have suc­ceeded at least once now.” The tar­get-spheres turned red and be­gan to drift up to­wards the ceil­ing.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was stand­ing on the raised dais in the cen­ter of the plat­form, lean­ing slightly on his teacher’s desk with one hand.
“I told you,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, “that we would play a game called Who’s the Most Dan­ger­ous Stu­dent in the Class­room. There is one stu­dent in this class­room who mas­tered the Sume­rian Sim­ple Strike Hex faster than any­one else -”
Oh blah blah blah.
“- and went on to help seven other stu­dents. For which she has earned the first seven Quir­rell points awarded to your year. Come forth, Hermione Granger. It is time for the next stage of the game.”
Hermione Granger be­gan strid­ing for­wards, a mixed look of tri­umph and ap­pre­hen­sion on her face. The Raven­claws looked on proudly, the Slytherins with glares, and Harry with frank an­noy­ance. Harry had done fine this time. He was prob­a­bly even in the up­per half of the class, now that ev­ery­one had been faced with an equally un­fa­mil­iar spell and Harry had read all the way through Adal­bert Waf­fling’s Mag­i­cal The­ory. And yet Hermione was still do­ing bet­ter.
Some­where in the back of his mind was the fear that Hermione was sim­ply smarter than him.
But for now Harry was go­ing to pin his hopes on the known facts that (a) Hermione had read a lot more than the stan­dard text­books and (b) Adal­bert Waf­fling was an unin­spired sod who’d writ­ten Mag­i­cal The­ory to pan­der to a school board that didn’t think much of eleven-year-olds.
Hermione reached the cen­tral dais and stepped up.
“Hermione Granger mas­tered a com­pletely un­fa­mil­iar spell in two min­utes, al­most a full minute faster than the next run­ner-up.” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell turned slowly in place to look at all the stu­dents watch­ing them. “Could Miss Granger’s in­tel­li­gence make her the most dan­ger­ous stu­dent in the class­room? Well? What do you think?”
No one seemed to be think­ing any­thing at the mo­ment. Even Harry wasn’t sure what to say.
“Let’s find out, shall we?” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. He turned back to Hermione, and ges­tured to­ward the wider class. “Se­lect any stu­dent you like and cast the Sim­ple Strike Hex on them.”
Hermione froze where she stood.
“Come now,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said smoothly. “You have cast this spell per­fectly over fifty times. It is not per­ma­nently harm­ful or even all that painful. It hurts as much as a hard punch and lasts only a few sec­onds.” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s voice grew harder. “This is a di­rect or­der from your pro­fes­sor, Miss Granger. Choose a tar­get and fire a Sim­ple Strike Hex.”
Hermione’s face was screwed up in hor­ror and her wand was trem­bling in her hand. Harry’s own fin­gers were clench­ing his own wand hard in sym­pa­thy. Even though he could see what Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was try­ing to do. Even though he could see the point Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was try­ing to make.
“If you do not raise your wand and fire, Miss Granger, you will lose a Quir­rell point.”
Harry stared at Hermione, will­ing her to look in his di­rec­tion. His right hand was softly tap­ping his own chest. Pick me, I’m not afraid…
Hermione’s wand twitched in her hand; then her face re­laxed, and she low­ered her wand to her side.
“No,” said Hermione Granger.
Her voice was calm, and even though it wasn’t loud, ev­ery­one heard it in the si­lence.
“Then I must deduct one point from you,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “This is a test, and you have failed it.”
That reached her. Harry could see it. But she kept her shoul­ders straight.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s voice was sym­pa­thetic and seemed to fill the whole room. “Know­ing things isn’t al­ways enough, Miss Granger. If you can­not give and re­ceive vi­o­lence on the or­der of stub­bing your toe, then you can­not de­fend your­self and you will not pass De­fence. Please re­join your class­mates.”
Hermione walked back to­wards the Raven­claw clus­ter. Her face looked peace­ful and Harry, for some odd rea­son, wanted to start clap­ping. Even though Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had been right.
“So,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said. “It be­comes clear that Hermione Granger is not the most dan­ger­ous stu­dent in the class­room. Who do you think might ac­tu­ally be the most dan­ger­ous per­son here? - be­sides me, of course.”
With­out even think­ing, Harry turned to look at the Slytherin con­tin­gent.
“Draco, of the No­ble and Most An­cient House of Mal­foy,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “It seems that many of your fel­low pupils are look­ing in your di­rec­tion. Come forth, if you would.”
Draco did so, walk­ing with a cer­tain pride in his bear­ing. He stepped onto the dais and looked up at Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell with a smile.
“Mr. Mal­foy,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said. “Fire.”
Harry would have tried to stop it if there’d been time but in one smooth mo­tion Draco spun on the Raven­claw con­tin­gent and raised his wand and said “Ma­hasu!” like it was all one syl­la­ble and Hermione was say­ing “Ow!” and that was that.
“Well struck,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “Two Quir­rell points to you. But tell me, why did you tar­get Miss Granger?”
There was a pause.
Fi­nally Draco said, “Be­cause she stood out the most.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s lips turned up in a thin smile. “And that is the true rea­son why Draco Mal­foy is dan­ger­ous. Had he se­lected any other, that child would more likely re­sent be­ing sin­gled out, and Mr. Mal­foy would more prob­a­bly make an en­emy. And while Mr. Mal­foy might have given some other jus­ti­fi­ca­tion for se­lect­ing her, that would have served him no pur­pose save to alien­ate some of you, while oth­ers are al­ready cheer­ing him whether he says any­thing or not. Which is to say that Mr. Mal­foy is dan­ger­ous be­cause he knows who to strike and who not to strike, how to make al­lies and avoid mak­ing en­e­mies. Two more Quir­rell points to you, Mr. Mal­foy. And as you have demon­strated an ex­em­plary virtue of Slytherin, I think that Salazar’s House has earned a point as well. You may re­join your friends.”
Draco bowed slightly and walked back to the Slytherin con­tin­gent. Some clap­ping started from the green-trimmed robes, but Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell made a cut­ting ges­ture and si­lence fell again.
“It might seem that our game is done,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “And yet there is a sin­gle stu­dent in this class­room who is more dan­ger­ous than the scion of Mal­foy.”
And now for some rea­son there seemed to be an aw­ful lot of peo­ple look­ing at…
“Harry Pot­ter. Come forth.”
This did not bode well.
Harry re­luc­tantly walked to­wards where Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell stood on his raised dais, still lean­ing slightly against his teacher’s desk.
The ner­vous­ness of be­ing put into the spot­light seemed to be sharp­en­ing Harry’s wits as he ap­proached the dais, and his mind was ruf­fling through pos­si­bil­i­ties for what Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell might think could demon­strate Harry’s dan­ger­ous­ness. Would he be asked to cast a spell? To de­feat a Dark Lord?
Demon­strate his sup­posed im­mu­nity to the Killing Curse? Surely Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was too smart for that…
Harry stopped well short of the dais, and Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell didn’t ask him to come any closer.
“The irony is,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, “you all looked at the right per­son for en­tirely the wrong rea­sons. You are think­ing,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s lips twisted, “that Harry Pot­ter has de­feated the Dark Lord, and so must be very dan­ger­ous. Bah. He was one year old. What­ever quirk of fate killed the Dark Lord likely had lit­tle to do with Mr. Pot­ter’s abil­i­ties as a fighter. But af­ter I heard ru­mors of one Raven­claw fac­ing down five older Slytherins, I in­ter­viewed sev­eral eye­wit­nesses and came to the con­clu­sion that Harry Pot­ter would be my most dan­ger­ous stu­dent.”
A jolt of adren­a­line poured into Harry’s sys­tem, mak­ing him stand up straighter. He didn’t know what con­clu­sion Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had come to, but that couldn’t be good.
“Ah, Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell -” Harry started to say.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell looked amused. “You’re think­ing that I’ve come up with a wrong an­swer, aren’t you, Mr. Pot­ter? You will learn to ex­pect bet­ter of me.” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell straight­ened from where he had leaned on the desk. “Mr. Pot­ter, all things have their ac­cus­tomed uses. Give me ten un­ac­cus­tomed uses of ob­jects in this room for com­bat!”
For a mo­ment Harry was ren­dered speech­less by the sheer, raw shock of hav­ing been un­der­stood.
And then the ideas started to pour out.
“There are desks which are heavy enough to be fa­tal if dropped from a great height. There are chairs with metal legs that could im­pale some­one if driven hard enough. The air in this class­room would be deadly by its ab­sence, since peo­ple die in vac­uum, and it can serve as a car­rier for poi­son gases.”
Harry had to stop briefly for breath, and into that pause Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said:
“That’s three. You need ten. The rest of the class thinks that you’ve al­ready used up the whole con­tents of the class­room.”
“Ha! The floor can be re­moved to cre­ate a spike pit to fall into, the ceil­ing can be col­lapsed on some­one, the walls can serve as raw ma­te­rial for Trans­fig­u­ra­tion into any num­ber of deadly things - knives, say.”
“That’s six. But surely you’re scrap­ing the bot­tom of the bar­rel now?”
“I haven’t even started! Just look at all the peo­ple! Hav­ing a Gryffindor at­tack the en­emy is an or­di­nary use, of course -”
“I will not count that one.”
“- but their blood can also be used to drown some­one. Raven­claws are known for their brains, but their in­ter­nal or­gans could be sold on the black mar­ket for enough money to hire an as­sas­sin. Slytherins aren’t just use­ful as as­sas­sins, they can also be thrown at suf­fi­cient ve­loc­ity to crush an en­emy. And Huf­flepuffs, in ad­di­tion to be­ing hard work­ers, also con­tain bones that can be re­moved, sharp­ened, and used to stab some­one.”
By now the rest of the class was star­ing at Harry in some hor­ror. Even the Slytherins looked shocked.
“That’s ten, though I’m be­ing gen­er­ous in count­ing the Raven­claw one. Now, for ex­tra credit, one Quir­rell point for each use of ob­jects in this room which you have not yet named.” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell fa­vored Harry with a com­pan­ion­able smile. “The rest of your class thinks you are in trou­ble now, since you’ve named ev­ery­thing ex­cept the tar­gets and you have no idea what may be done with those.”
“Bah! I’ve named all the peo­ple, but not my robes, which can be used to suf­fo­cate an en­emy if wrapped around their head enough times, or Hermione Granger’s robes, which can be torn into strips and tied into a rope and used to hang some­one, or Draco Mal­foy’s robes, which can be used to start a fire -”
“Three points,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, “no more cloth­ing now.”
“My wand can be pushed into an en­emy’s brain through their eye socket” and some­one made a hor­ri­fied, stran­gling sound.
“Four points, no more wands.”
“My wrist­watch could suf­fo­cate some­one if jammed down their throat -”
“Five points, and enough.”
“Hmph,” Harry said. “Ten Quir­rell points to one House point, right? You should have let me keep go­ing un­til I’d won the House Cup, I haven’t even started yet on the un­ac­cus­tomed uses of ev­ery­thing I’ve got in my pock­ets” or the moke­skin pouch it­self and he couldn’t talk about the Time-Turner or the in­vis­i­bil­ity cloak but there had to be some­thing he could say about those red spheres…
“Enough, Mr. Pot­ter. Well, do you all think you un­der­stand what makes Mr. Pot­ter the most dan­ger­ous stu­dent in the class­room?”
There was a low mur­mur of as­sent.
“Say it out loud, please. Terry Boot, what makes your dorm-mate dan­ger­ous?”
“Ah… um… he’s cre­ative?”
“Wrong!” bel­lowed Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, and his fist came down sharply on his desk with an am­pli­fied sound that made ev­ery­one jump. “All of Mr. Pot­ter’s ideas were worse than use­less!”
Harry started in sur­prise.
“Re­move the floor to cre­ate a spike trap? Ridicu­lous! In com­bat you do not have that sort of prepa­ra­tion time and if you did there would be a hun­dred bet­ter uses! Trans­fig­ure ma­te­rial from the walls? Mr. Pot­ter can­not per­form Trans­fig­u­ra­tion! Mr. Pot­ter had ex­actly one idea which he could use im­me­di­ately, right now, with­out ex­ten­sive prepa­ra­tion or a co­op­er­a­tive en­emy or magic he does not know. That idea was to jam his wand through his en­emy’s eye socket. Which would be more likely to break his wand than kill his op­po­nent! In short, Mr. Pot­ter, I’m afraid that your pro­pos­als were uni­formly aw­ful.”
“What?” Harry said in­dig­nantly. “You asked for un­usual ideas, not prac­ti­cal ones! I was think­ing out­side the box! How would you use some­thing in this class­room to kill some­one?”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s ex­pres­sion was dis­ap­prov­ing, but there were smile crin­kles around his eyes. “Mr. Pot­ter, I never said you were to kill. There is a time and a place for tak­ing your en­emy alive, and in­side a Hog­warts class­room is usu­ally one of those places. But to an­swer your ques­tion, hit them on the neck with the edge of a chair.”
There was some laugh­ter from the Slytherins, but they were laugh­ing with Harry, not at him.
Ev­ery­one else was look­ing rather hor­ri­fied.
“But Mr. Pot­ter has now demon­strated why he is the most dan­ger­ous stu­dent in the class­room. I asked for un­ac­cus­tomed uses of items in this room for com­bat. Mr. Pot­ter could have sug­gested us­ing a desk to block a curse, or us­ing a chair to trip an on­com­ing en­emy, or wrap­ping cloth around his arm to cre­ate an im­pro­vised shield. In­stead, ev­ery sin­gle use that Mr. Pot­ter named was of­fen­sive rather than de­fen­sive, and ei­ther fa­tal or po­ten­tially fa­tal.”
What? Wait, that couldn’t be true… Harry had a sud­den sense of ver­tigo as he tried to re­mem­ber what ex­actly he’d sug­gested, surely there had to be a coun­terex­am­ple…
“And that,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, “is why Mr. Pot­ter’s ideas were so strange and use­less - be­cause he had to reach far into the im­prac­ti­cal in or­der to meet his stan­dard of killing the en­emy. To him, any idea which fell short of that was not worth con­sid­er­ing. This re­flects a qual­ity that we might call in­tent to kill. I have it. Harry Pot­ter has it, which is how he could stare down five older Slytherins. Draco Mal­foy does not have it, not yet. Mr. Mal­foy would hardly shrink from talk of or­di­nary mur­der, but even he was shocked - yes you were Mr. Mal­foy, I was watch­ing your face - when Mr. Pot­ter de­scribed how to use his class­mates’ bod­ies as raw ma­te­rial. There are cen­sors in­side your mind which make you flinch away from thoughts like that. Mr. Pot­ter thinks purely of killing the en­emy, he will grasp at any means to do so, he does not flinch, his cen­sors are off. Even though his youth­ful ge­nius is so undis­ci­plined and im­prac­ti­cal as to be use­less, his in­tent to kill makes Harry Pot­ter the Most Dan­ger­ous Stu­dent in the Class­room. One fi­nal point to him - no, let us make that a point to Raven­claw - for this in­dis­pens­able req­ui­site of a true fight­ing wiz­ard.”
Harry’s mouth gaped open in speech­less shock as he searched fran­ti­cally for some­thing to say to this. That is so com­pletely not what I am about!
But he could see that the other stu­dents were start­ing to be­lieve it. Harry’s mind was flip­ping through pos­si­ble de­nials and not find­ing any­thing that could stand up against the au­thor­i­ta­tive voice of Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. The best Harry had come up with was “I’m not a psy­chopath, I’m just very cre­ative” and that sounded kind of omi­nous. He needed to say some­thing un­ex­pected, some­thing that would make peo­ple stop and re­con­sider -
“And now,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said. “Mr. Pot­ter. Fire.”
Noth­ing hap­pened, of course.
“Ah, well,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. He sighed. “I sup­pose we must all start some­where. Mr. Pot­ter, se­lect any stu­dent you please for a Sim­ple Strike Hex. You will do so be­fore I dis­miss your class for the day. If you do not, I will be­gin de­duct­ing House points, and I will keep on de­duct­ing them un­til you do.”
Harry care­fully raised his wand. He had to do that much, or Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell might start de­duct­ing House points right away.
Slowly, as though on a roast­ing plat­ter, Harry turned to face the Slytherins.
And Harry’s eyes met Draco’s.
Draco Mal­foy didn’t look the slight­est bit afraid. The blonde-haired boy wasn’t giv­ing any vis­i­ble sign of as­sent such as Harry had given Hermione, but then he could hardly be ex­pected to do so. The other Slytherins would think that rather odd.
“Why the hes­i­ta­tion?” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “Surely there’s only one ob­vi­ous choice.”
“Yes,” Harry said. “Only one ob­vi­ous choice.”
Harry twisted the wand and said “Ma-ha-su!”
There was com­plete si­lence in the class­room.
Harry shook his left arm, try­ing to get rid of the lin­ger­ing sting.
There was more si­lence.
Fi­nally Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell sighed. “Yes, quite in­ge­nious, but there was a les­son to be taught and you dodged it. One point from Raven­claw for show­ing off your own clev­er­ness at the ex­pense of the ac­tual goal. Class dis­missed.”
And be­fore any­one else could say any­thing, Harry sang out:
“Just kid­ding! RAVEN­CLAW!”
There was si­lence for a brief mo­ment af­ter that, a sound of peo­ple think­ing, and then the mur­murs started and rapidly rose to a roar of con­ver­sa­tion.
Harry turned to­wards Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, the two of them needed to talk -
Quir­rell had slumped over and was trudg­ing back to his chair.
No. Not ac­cept­able. They re­ally needed to talk. Stuff the zom­bie act, Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell would prob­a­bly wake up if Harry poked him a cou­ple of times. Harry started for­ward -
WRONG
DON’T
BAD IDEA
Harry swayed and stopped in his tracks, feel­ing dizzy.
And then a flock of Raven­claws de­scended on him and the dis­cus­sions be­gan.









Chap­ter 16. Lo­cat­ing the Hy­poth­e­sis

Thurs­day.
If you wanted to be spe­cific, 7:24am on Thurs­day morn­ing.
Harry was sit­ting on his bed, a text­book ly­ing limp in his mo­tion­less hands.
Harry had just had an idea for a truly bril­liant ex­per­i­men­tal test.
It would mean wait­ing an ex­tra hour for break­fast, but that was why he had ce­real bars. No, this idea ab­so­lutely pos­i­tively had to be tested right away, im­me­di­ately, now.
Harry set the text­book aside, leapt out of bed, raced around his bed, yanked out the cav­ern level of his trunk, ran down the stairs, and started mov­ing boxes of books around. (He re­ally needed to un­pack and get book­cases at some point but he was in the mid­dle of his text­book read­ing con­test with Hermione and fall­ing be­hind so he hadn’t had time.)
Harry found the book he wanted and raced back up­stairs.
The other boys were get­ting ready to go down to break­fast in the Great Hall and start the day.
“Ex­cuse me can you do some­thing for me?” said Harry. He was flip­ping through the book’s in­dex as he spoke, found the page with the first ten thou­sand primes, flipped to that page, and thrust the book at An­thony Gold­stein. “Pick two three-digit num­bers from this list. Don’t tell me what they are. Just mul­ti­ply them to­gether and tell me the prod­uct. Oh, and can you do the cal­cu­la­tion twice to dou­ble-check? Please make re­ally sure you’ve got the right an­swer, I’m not sure what’s go­ing to hap­pen to me or the uni­verse if you make a mul­ti­pli­ca­tion er­ror.”
It said a lot about what life in that dorm had been like over the past few days that An­thony didn’t even bother say­ing any­thing like “Why’d you sud­denly flip out?” or “That seems re­ally weird, what are your rea­sons for ask­ing?” or “What do you mean, you’re not sure what’s go­ing to hap­pen to the uni­verse?”
An­thony word­lessly ac­cepted the book and took out a parch­ment and quill. Harry spun around and shut his eyes, mak­ing sure not to see any­thing, danc­ing back and forth and bounc­ing up and down with im­pa­tience. He got a pad of pa­per and a me­chan­i­cal pen­cil and got ready to write.
“Okay,” An­thony said, “One hun­dred and eighty-one thou­sand, four hun­dred and twenty-nine.”
Harry wrote down 181,429. He re­peated what he’d just writ­ten down, and An­thony con­firmed it.
Then Harry raced back down into the cav­ern level of his trunk, glanced at his watch (the watch said 4:28 which meant 7:28) and then shut his eyes.
Around thirty sec­onds later, Harry heard the sound of steps, fol­lowed by the sound of the cav­ern level of the trunk slid­ing shut. (Harry wasn’t wor­ried about suf­fo­cat­ing. An au­to­matic Air-Fresh­en­ing Charm was part of what you got if you were will­ing to buy a re­ally good trunk. Wasn’t magic won­der­ful, it didn’t have to worry about elec­tric bills.)
And when Harry opened his eyes, he saw just what he’d been hop­ing to see, a folded piece of pa­per left on the floor, the gift of his fu­ture self.
Call that piece of pa­per “Pa­per-2”.
Harry tore a piece of pa­per off his pad.
Call that “Pa­per-1”. It was, of course, the same piece of pa­per. You could even see, if you looked closely, that the ragged edges matched.
Harry re­viewed in his mind the al­go­rithm that he would fol­low.
If Harry opened up Pa­per-2 and it was blank, then he would write “101 x 101” down on Pa­per-1, fold it up, study for an hour, go back in time, drop off Pa­per-1 (which would thereby be­come Pa­per-2), and head on up out of the cav­ern level to join his dorm mates for break­fast.
If Harry opened up Pa­per-2 and it had two num­bers writ­ten on it, Harry would mul­ti­ply those num­bers to­gether.
If their prod­uct equaled 181,429, Harry would write down those two num­bers on Pa­per-1 and send Pa­per-1 back in time.
Oth­er­wise Harry would add 2 to the num­ber on the right and write down the new pair of num­bers on Pa­per-1. Un­less that made the num­ber on the right greater than 997, in which case Harry would add 2 to the num­ber on the left and write down 101 on the right.
And if Pa­per-2 said 997 x 997, Harry would leave Pa­per-1 blank.
Which meant that the only pos­si­ble sta­ble time loop was the one in which Pa­per-2 con­tained the two prime fac­tors of 181,429.
If this worked, Harry could use it to re­cover any sort of an­swer that was easy to check but hard to find. He wouldn’t have just shown that P=NP once you had a Time-Turner, this trick was more gen­eral than that. Harry could use it to find the com­bi­na­tions on com­bi­na­tion locks, or pass­words of ev­ery sort. Maybe even find the en­trance to Slytherin’s Cham­ber of Se­crets, if Harry could fig­ure out some sys­tem­atic way of de­scrib­ing all the lo­ca­tions in Hog­warts. It would be an awe­some cheat even by Harry’s stan­dards of cheat­ing.
Harry took Pa­per-2 in his trem­bling hand, and un­folded it.
Pa­per-2 said in slightly shaky hand­writ­ing:
DO NOT MESS WITH TIME
Harry wrote down “DO NOT MESS WITH TIME” on Pa­per-1 in slightly shaky hand­writ­ing, folded it neatly, and re­solved not to do any more truly bril­liant ex­per­i­ments on Time un­til he was at least fif­teen years old.
To the best of Harry’s knowl­edge, that had been the scari­est ex­per­i­men­tal re­sult in the en­tire his­tory of sci­ence.
It had been some­what dif­fi­cult for Harry to fo­cus on read­ing his text­book for the next hour.
That was how Harry’s Thurs­day started.

Thurs­day.
If you wanted to be spe­cific, 3:32pm on Thurs­day af­ter­noon.
Harry and all the other boys in the first year were out­side on a grassy field with Madam Hooch, stand­ing next to the Hog­warts sup­ply of broom­sticks. The girls would be learn­ing to fly sep­a­rately. Ap­par­ently, for some rea­son, girls didn’t want to learn how to fly on broom­sticks in the pres­ence of boys.
Harry had been a lit­tle wob­bly all day long. He just couldn’t seem to stop won­der­ing how that par­tic­u­lar sta­ble time loop had been se­lected out of what was, in ret­ro­spect, a rather large space of pos­si­bil­i­ties.
Also: se­ri­ously, broom­sticks? He was go­ing to fly on, ba­si­cally, a line seg­ment? Wasn’t that pretty much the sin­gle most un­sta­ble shape you could pos­si­bly find, short of at­tempt­ing to hold on to a point mar­ble? Who’d se­lected that de­sign for a fly­ing de­vice, out of all the pos­si­bil­i­ties? Harry had been hop­ing that it was just a fig­ure of speech, but no, they were stand­ing in front of what looked for all the world like or­di­nary wooden kitchen broom­sticks. Had some­one just got­ten stuck on the idea of broom­sticks and failed to con­sider any­thing else? It had to be. There was no way that the op­ti­mal de­signs for clean­ing kitchens and fly­ing would hap­pen to co­in­cide if you worked them out from scratch.
It was a clear day with a bright blue sky and a bril­liant sun that was just beg­ging to get in your eyes and make it im­pos­si­ble to see, if you were try­ing to fly around the sky. The ground was nice and dry, smelling pos­i­tively baked, and some­how felt very, very hard un­der Harry’s shoes.
Harry kept re­mind­ing him­self that the low­est com­mon de­nom­i­na­tor of eleven-year-olds was ex­pected to learn this and it couldn’t be that hard.
“Stick out your right hand over the broom, or left hand if you’re left-handed,” called Madam Hooch. “And say, UP!”
“UP!” ev­ery­one shouted.
The broom­stick leapt ea­gerly into Harry’s hand.
Which put him at the head of the class, for once. Ap­par­ently say­ing “UP!” was a lot more dif­fi­cult than it looked, and most of the broom­sticks were rolling around on the ground or try­ing to inch away from their would-be rid­ers.
(Of course Harry would have bet money that Hermione had done at least as well when it came her own turn to try, ear­lier in the day. There couldn’t pos­si­bly be any­thing he could mas­ter on the first try which would baf­fle Hermione, and if there was and it turned out to be broom­stick rid­ing in­stead of any­thing in­tel­lec­tual, Harry would just die.)
It took a while for ev­ery­one to get a broom­stick in front of them. Madam Hooch showed them how to mount and then walked around the field, cor­rect­ing grips and stances. Ap­par­ently even among the few chil­dren who’d been al­lowed to fly at home, they hadn’t been taught to do it cor­rectly.
Madam Hooch sur­veyed the field of boys, and nod­ded. “Now, when I blow my whis­tle, you kick off from the ground, hard.”
Harry swal­lowed hard, try­ing to quell the queasy feel­ing in his stom­ach.
“Keep your brooms steady, rise a few feet, and then come straight back down by lean­ing for­wards slightly. On my whis­tle - three - two -”
One of the brooms shot sky­ward, ac­com­pa­nied by a young boy’s screams - of hor­ror, not de­light. The boy was spin­ning at an aw­ful rate as he as­cended, they only got glimpses of his white face -
As though in slow mo­tion, Harry was leap­ing back off his own broom­stick and scrab­bling for his wand, though he didn’t re­ally know what he planned to do with it, he’d had ex­actly two ses­sions of Charms and the last one had been the Hover Charm but Harry had only been able to cast the spell suc­cess­fully one time out of three and he cer­tainly couldn’t lev­i­tate whole peo­ple -
If there is any hid­den power in me, let it re­veal it­self NOW!
“Come back, boy!” shouted Madam Hooch (which had to be the most un­help­ful in­struc­tion imag­in­able for deal­ing with an out-of-con­trol broom­stick, from a fly­ing in­struc­tor, and a fully au­to­matic sec­tion of Harry’s brain added Madam Hooch to his tally of fools).
And the boy was thrown off the broom­stick.
He seemed to move very slowly through the air, at first.
“Wingardium Leviosa!” screamed Harry.
The spell failed. He could feel it fail.
There was a THUD and a dis­tant crack­ing sound, and the boy lay face­down on the grass in a heap.
Harry sheathed his wand and raced for­wards at full speed. He ar­rived at the boy’s side at the same time as Madam Hooch, and Harry reached into his pouch and tried to re­call oh god what was the name never mind he’d just try “Healer’s Pack!” and it popped up into his hand and -
“Bro­ken wrist,” Madam Hooch said. “Calm down, boy, he just has a bro­ken wrist!”
There was a sort of men­tal lurch as Harry’s mind snapped out of Panic Mode.
The Emer­gency Heal­ing Pack Plus lay open in front of him, and there was a sy­ringe of liq­uid fire in Harry’s hand, which would have kept the boy’s brain oxy­genated if he’d man­aged to snap his neck.
“Ah…” Harry said in a rather wa­ver­ing sort of voice. His heart was pound­ing so loudly that he al­most couldn’t hear him­self pant­ing for breath. “Bro­ken bone… right… Set­ting String?”
“That’s for emer­gen­cies only,” snapped Madam Hooch. “Put it away, he’s fine.” She leaned over the boy, of­fer­ing him a hand. “Come on, boy, it’s all right, up you get!”
“You’re not se­ri­ously go­ing to make him ride the broom­stick again?” Harry said in hor­ror.
Madam Hooch sent Harry a glare. “Of course not!” She pulled the boy to his feet us­ing his good arm - Harry saw with a shock that it was Neville Long­bot­tom again, what was with him? - and she turned to all the watch­ing chil­dren. “None of you is to move while I take this boy to the hos­pi­tal wing! You leave those brooms where they are or you’ll be out of Hog­warts be­fore you can say ‘Quid­ditch.’ Come on, dear.”
And Madam Hooch walked off with Neville, who was clutch­ing his wrist and try­ing to con­trol his snif­fles.
When they were out of earshot, one of the Slytherins started gig­gling.
That set off the oth­ers.
Harry turned and looked at them. It seemed like a good time to mem­o­rise some faces.
And Harry saw that Draco was strolling to­wards him, ac­com­pa­nied by Mr. Crabbe and Mr. Goyle. Mr. Crabbe wasn’t smil­ing. Mr. Goyle de­cid­edly was. Draco him­self was wear­ing a very con­trolled face that twitched oc­ca­sion­ally, from which Harry in­ferred that Draco thought it was hi­lar­i­ous but saw no po­lit­i­cal ad­van­tage to be gained by laugh­ing about it now in­stead of in the Slytherin dun­geons af­ter­wards.
“Well, Pot­ter,” Draco said in a low voice that didn’t carry, still with that very con­trolled face that was twitch­ing oc­ca­sion­ally, “Just wanted to say, when you take ad­van­tage of emer­gen­cies to demon­strate lead­er­ship, you want to look like you’re in to­tal con­trol of the sit­u­a­tion, rather than, say, go­ing into a com­plete panic.” Mr. Goyle gig­gled, and Draco shot him a quelling look. “But you prob­a­bly scored a few points any­way. You need any help stow­ing that healer’s kit?”
Harry turned to look at the Heal­ing Pack, which got his own face turned away from Draco. “I think I’m fine,” Harry said. He put the sy­ringe back in its place, re­did the latches, and stood up.
Ernie Macmil­lan ar­rived just as Harry was feed­ing the pack back into his moke­skin pouch.
“Thank you, Harry Pot­ter, on be­half of Huf­flepuff,” Ernie Macmil­lan said for­mally. “It was a good try and a good thought.”
“A good thought in­deed,” drawled Draco. “Why didn’t any­one in Huf­flepuff have their wands out? Maybe if you’d all helped in­stead of just Pot­ter, you could’ve caught him. I thought Huf­flepuffs were sup­posed to stick to­gether?”
Ernie looked like he was torn be­tween get­ting an­gry and want­ing to die of shame. “We didn’t think of it in time -”
“Ah,” said Draco, “didn’t think of it, I guess that’s why it’s bet­ter to have one Raven­claw as a friend than all of Huf­flepuff.”
Oh, hell, how was Harry sup­posed to jug­gle this one… “You’re not help­ing,” Harry said in a mild tone. Hop­ing Draco would in­ter­pret that as you’re in­ter­fer­ing with my plans, please shut up.
“Hey, what’s this?” said Mr. Goyle. He stooped to the grass and picked up some­thing around the size of a large mar­ble, a glass ball that seemed to be filled with a swirling white mist.
Ernie blinked. “Neville’s Re­mem­brall!”
“What’s a Re­mem­brall?” asked Harry.
“It turns red if you’ve for­got­ten some­thing,” Ernie said. “It doesn’t tell you what you for­got, though. Give it here, please, and I’ll hand it back to Neville later.” Ernie held out his hand.
A sud­den grin flashed across Mr. Goyle’s face and he spun around and raced away.
Ernie stood still for a mo­ment in sur­prise, and then shouted “Hey!” and ran af­ter Mr. Goyle.
And Mr. Goyle grabbed a broom­stick, hopped on with one smooth mo­tion and took to the air.
Harry’s jaw dropped. Hadn’t Madam Hooch said that would get him ex­pelled?
“That id­iot!” Draco hissed. He opened his mouth to shout -
“Hey!” shouted Ernie. “That’s Neville’s! Give it back!”
The Slytherins started cheer­ing and hoot­ing.
Draco’s mouth snapped shut. Harry caught the sud­den look of in­de­ci­sion on his face.
“Draco,” Harry said in a low tone, “if you don’t or­der that id­iot back on the ground, the teacher’s go­ing to get back and -”
“Come and get it, Huf­flepuffle!” shouted Mr. Goyle, and a great cheer went up from the Slytherins.
“I can’t!” whis­pered Draco. “Ev­ery­one in Slytherin would think I’m weak!”
“And if Mr. Goyle gets ex­pelled,” hissed Harry, “your fa­ther is go­ing to think you’re a mo­ron!”
Draco’s face twisted in agony.
At that mo­ment -
“Hey, Slyther­slime,” shouted Ernie, “didn’t any­one ever tell you that Huf­flepuffs stick to­gether? Wands out, Huf­flepuff!”
And there were sud­denly a whole lot of wands pointed in Mr. Goyle’s di­rec­tion.
Three sec­onds later -
“Wands out, Slytherin!” said around five dif­fer­ent Slytherins.
And there were a whole lot of wands pointed in Huf­flepuff’s di­rec­tion.
Two sec­onds later -
“Wands out, Gryffindor!”
“Do some­thing, Pot­ter!” whis­pered Draco. ”I can’t be the one to stop this it has to be you! I’ll owe you a favour just think of some­thing aren’t you sup­posed to be bril­liant?”
In around five and a half sec­onds, re­alised Harry, some­one was go­ing to cast the Sume­rian Sim­ple Strike Hex and by the time it was over and the teach­ers were done ex­pelling peo­ple the only boys left in his year would be Raven­claws.
“Wands out, Raven­claw!” shouted Michael Cor­ner who was ap­par­ently feel­ing left out of the dis­as­ter.
“GRE­GORY GOYLE!” screamed Harry. “I chal­lenge you to a con­test for pos­ses­sion of Neville’s Re­mem­brall!”
There was a sud­den pause.
“Oh, re­ally?” said Draco in the loud­est drawl Harry had ever heard. “That sounds in­ter­est­ing. What sort of con­test, Pot­ter?”
Er…
“Con­test” had been as far as Harry’s in­spi­ra­tion had got­ten. What sort of con­test, he couldn’t say “chess” be­cause Draco wouldn’t be able to ac­cept with­out it look­ing strange, he couldn’t say “arm-wrestling” be­cause Mr. Goyle would crush him -
“How about this?” Harry said loudly. “Gre­gory Goyle and I stand apart from each other, and no one else is al­lowed to come near ei­ther of us. We don’t use our wands and nei­ther does any­one else. I don’t move from where I’m stand­ing, and nei­ther does he. And if I can get my hands on Neville’s Re­mem­brall, then Gre­gory Goyle re­lin­quishes all claim to that Re­mem­brall he’s hold­ing and gives it to me.”
There was an­other pause as peo­ple’s looks of re­lief trans­muted to con­fu­sion.
“Hah, Pot­ter!” said Draco loudly. “I’d like to see you do that! Mr. Goyle ac­cepts!”
“It’s on!” said Harry.
“Pot­ter, what?” whis­pered Draco, which he some­how did with­out mov­ing his lips.
Harry didn’t know how to an­swer with­out mov­ing his.
Peo­ple were putting their wands away, and Mr. Goyle swooped grace­fully to the ground, look­ing rather con­fused. Some Huf­flepuffs started over to­wards Mr. Goyle, but Harry shot them a des­per­ately plead­ing look and they backed off.
Harry walked to­ward Mr. Goyle and stopped when he was a few paces away, far enough apart that they couldn’t reach each other.
Slowly, de­lib­er­ately, Harry sheathed his wand.
Ev­ery­one else backed away.
Harry swal­lowed. He knew in broad out­line what he wanted to do, but it had to be done in such a way that no one un­der­stood what he’d done -
“All right,” Harry said loudly. “And now…” He took a deep breath and raised one hand, fin­gers ready to snap. There were gasps from any­one who’d heard about the pies, which was prac­ti­cally ev­ery­one. “I call upon the in­san­ity of Hog­warts! Happy happy boom boom swamp swamp swamp!” And Harry snapped his fin­gers.
A lot of peo­ple flinched.
And noth­ing hap­pened.
Harry let the si­lence stretch on for a while, de­vel­op­ing, un­til…
“Um,” some­one said. “Is that it?”
Harry looked at the boy who’d spo­ken. “Look in front of you. You see that patch of ground that looks bar­ren, with­out any grass on it?”
“Um, yeah,” said the boy, a Gryffindor (Dean some­thing?).
“Dig it up.”
Now Harry was get­ting a lot of strange looks.
“Er, why?” said Dean some­thing.
“Just do it,” said Terry Boot in a weary voice. “No point ask­ing why, trust me on this one.”
Dean some­thing kneeled down and be­gan to scoop away dirt.
Af­ter a minute or so, Dean stood up again. “There’s noth­ing there,” Dean said.
Huh. Harry had been plan­ning to go back in time and bury a trea­sure map that would lead to an­other trea­sure map that would lead to Neville’s Re­mem­brall which he would put there af­ter get­ting it back from Mr. Goyle…
Then Harry re­alised there was a much sim­pler way which didn’t threaten the se­cret of Time-Turn­ers quite as much.
“Thanks, Dean!” Harry said loudly. “Ernie, would you look around on the ground where Neville fell and see if you can find Neville’s Re­mem­brall?”
Peo­ple looked even more con­fused.
“Just do it,” said Terry Boot. “He’ll keep try­ing un­til some­thing works, and the scary thing is that -”
“Mer­lin!” gasped Ernie. He was hold­ing up Neville’s Re­mem­brall. “It’s here! Right where he fell!”
“What?” cried Mr. Goyle. He looked down and saw…
…that he was still hold­ing Neville’s Re­mem­brall.
There was a rather long pause.
“Er,” said Dean some­thing, “that’s not pos­si­ble, is it?”
“It’s a plot hole,” said Harry. “I made my­self weird enough to dis­tract the uni­verse for a mo­ment and it for­got that Goyle had al­ready picked up the Re­mem­brall.”
“No, wait, I mean, that’s to­tally not pos­si­ble -”
“Ex­cuse me, are we all stand­ing around here wait­ing to go fly­ing on broom­sticks? Yes we are. So shut up. Any­way, once I get my hands on Neville’s Re­mem­brall, the con­test is over and Gre­gory Goyle has to re­lin­quish all claim to the Re­mem­brall he’s hold­ing and give it to me. Those were the terms, re­mem­ber?” Harry stretched out a hand and beck­oned Ernie. “Just roll it over here, since no one’s sup­posed to get close to me, okay?”
“Hold on!” shouted a Slytherin - Blaise Zabini, Harry wasn’t likely to for­get that name. “How do we know that’s Neville’s Re­mem­brall? You could’ve just dropped an­other Re­mem­brall there -”
“The Slytherin is strong with this one,” Harry said, smil­ing. “But you have my word that the one Ernie’s hold­ing is Neville’s. No com­ment about the one Gre­gory Goyle’s hold­ing.”
Zabini spun to Draco. “Mal­foy! You’re not just go­ing to let him get away with that -”
“Shut up, you,” rum­bled Mr. Crabbe, stand­ing be­hind Draco. “Mr. Mal­foy doesn’t need you to tell him what to do!”
Good min­ion.
“My bet was with Draco, of the No­ble and Most An­cient House of Mal­foy,” Harry said. “Not with you, Zabini. I have done what Mr. Mal­foy said he’d like to see me do, and as for the judg­ment of the bet, I leave that up to Mr. Mal­foy.” Harry in­clined his head to­wards Draco and raised his eye­brows slightly. That ought to al­low Draco to save enough face.
There was a pause.
“You prom­ise that ac­tu­ally is Neville’s Re­mem­brall?” Draco said.
“Yes,” Harry said. “That’s the one that’ll go back to Neville and it was his orig­i­nally. And the one Gre­gory Goyle’s hold­ing goes to me.”
Draco nod­ded, look­ing de­ci­sive. “I won’t ques­tion the word of the No­ble House of Pot­ter, then, no mat­ter how strange that all was. And the No­ble and Most An­cient House of Mal­foy keeps its word as well. Mr. Goyle, give that to Mr. Pot­ter -”
“Hey!” Zabini said. “He hasn’t won yet, he hasn’t got his hands on -”
“Catch, Harry!” said Ernie, and he tossed the Re­mem­brall.
Harry eas­ily snapped the Re­mem­brall out of the air, he’d al­ways had good re­flexes that way. “There,” said Harry, “I win…”
Harry trailed off. All con­ver­sa­tion stopped.
The Re­mem­brall was glow­ing bright red in his hand, blaz­ing like a minia­ture sun that cast shad­ows on the ground in broad day­light.

Thurs­day.
If you wanted to be spe­cific, 5:09pm on Thurs­day af­ter­noon, in Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s of­fice, af­ter fly­ing classes. (With an ex­tra hour for Harry slipped in be­tween.)
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall sit­ting on her stool. Harry in the hot seat in front of her desk.
“Pro­fes­sor,” Harry said tightly, “Slytherin was point­ing their wands at Huf­flepuff, Gryffindor was point­ing their wands at Slytherin, some id­iot called wands out in Raven­claw, and I had maybe five sec­onds to keep the whole thing from blow­ing sky-high! It was all I could think of!”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s face was pinched and an­gry. “You are not to use the Time-Turner in that fash­ion, Mr. Pot­ter! Is the con­cept of se­crecy not some­thing that you un­der­stand?”
“They don’t know how I did it! They just think I can do re­ally weird things by snap­ping my fin­gers! I’ve done other weird stuff that can’t be done with Time-Turn­ers even, and I’ll do more stuff like that, and this case won’t even stand out! I had to do it, Pro­fes­sor!”
“You did not have to do it!” snapped Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall. “All you needed to do was get this anony­mous Slytherin back on the ground and the wands put away! You could have chal­lenged him to a game of Ex­plod­ing Snap but no, you had to use the Time-Turner in a fla­grant and un­nec­es­sary man­ner!”
“It was all I could think of! I don’t even know what Ex­plod­ing Snap is, they wouldn’t have ac­cepted a game of chess and if I’d picked arm-wrest­ing I would have lost!”
“Then you should have picked wrestling!”
Harry blinked. “But then I’d have lost -”
Harry stopped.
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was look­ing very an­gry.
“I’m sorry, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall,” Harry said in a small voice. “I hon­estly didn’t think of that, and you’re right, I should have, it would have been bril­liant if I had, but I just didn’t think of that at all…”
Harry’s voice trailed off. It was sud­denly ap­par­ent to him that he’d had a lot of other op­tions. He could have asked Draco to sug­gest some­thing, he could have asked the crowd… his use of the Time-Turner had been fla­grant and un­nec­es­sary. There had been a gi­ant space of pos­si­bil­i­ties, why had he picked that one?
Be­cause he’d seen a way to win. Win pos­ses­sion of an unim­por­tant trin­ket that the teach­ers would’ve taken back from Mr. Goyle any­way.
In­tent to win. That was what had got­ten him.
“I’m sorry,” Harry said again. “For my pride and my stu­pid­ity.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall wiped a hand across her fore­head. Some of her anger seemed to dis­si­pate. But her voice still came out very hard. “One more dis­play like that, Mr. Pot­ter, and you will be re­turn­ing that Time-Turner. Do I make my­self very clear?”
“Yes,” Harry said. “I un­der­stand and I’m sorry.”
“Then, Mr. Pot­ter, you will be al­lowed to re­tain the Time-Turner for now. And con­sid­er­ing the size of the de­ba­cle you did, in fact, avert, I will not deduct any points from Raven­claw.”
Plus you couldn’t ex­plain why you’d de­ducted the points. But Harry wasn’t dumb enough to say that out loud.
“More im­por­tantly, why did the Re­mem­brall go off like that?” Harry said. “Does it mean I’ve been Oblivi­ated?”
“That puz­zles me as well,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said slowly. “If it were that sim­ple, I would think that the courts would use Re­mem­bralls, and they do not. I shall look into it, Mr. Pot­ter.” She sighed. “You can go now.”
Harry started to get up from his chair, then halted. “Um, sorry, I did have some­thing else I wanted to tell you -”
You could hardly see the flinch. “What is it, Mr. Pot­ter?”
“It’s about Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell -”
“I’m sure, Mr. Pot­ter, that it is noth­ing of im­por­tance.” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall spoke the words in a great rush. “Surely you heard the Head­mas­ter tell the stu­dents that you were not to bother us with any unim­por­tant com­plaints about the De­fence Pro­fes­sor?”
Harry was rather con­fused. “But this could be im­por­tant, yes­ter­day I got this sud­den sense of doom when -”
“Mr. Pot­ter! I have a sense of doom as well! And my sense of doom is sug­gest­ing that you must not fin­ish that sen­tence!”
Harry’s mouth gaped open. Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall had suc­ceeded; Harry was speech­less.
“Mr. Pot­ter,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, “if you have dis­cov­ered any­thing that seems in­ter­est­ing about Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, please feel free not to share it with me or any­one else. Now I think you’ve taken up enough of my valu­able time -”
“This isn’t like you!” Harry burst out. “I’m sorry but that just seems un­be­liev­ably ir­re­spon­si­ble! From what I’ve heard there’s some kind of jinx on the De­fence po­si­tion, and if you al­ready know some­thing’s go­ing to go wrong, I’d think you’d all be on your toes -”
“Go wrong, Mr. Pot­ter? I cer­tainly hope not.” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s face was ex­pres­sion­less. “Af­ter Pro­fes­sor Blake was caught in a closet with no fewer than three fifth-year Slytherins last Feb­ru­ary, and a year be­fore that, Pro­fes­sor Sum­mers failed so com­pletely as an ed­u­ca­tor that her stu­dents thought a bog­gart was a kind of fur­ni­ture, it would be cat­a­strophic if some prob­lem with the ex­traor­di­nar­ily com­pe­tent Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell came to my at­ten­tion now, and I dare­say most of our stu­dents would fail their De­fence O.W.L.s and N.E.W.T.s.”
“I see,” Harry said slowly, tak­ing it all in. “So in other words, what­ever’s wrong with Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, you des­per­ately don’t want to know about it un­til the end of the school year. And since it’s cur­rently Sep­tem­ber, he could as­sas­si­nate the Prime Min­is­ter on live tele­vi­sion and get away with it so far as you’re con­cerned.”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall gazed at him un­blink­ingly. “I am cer­tain that I could never be heard en­dors­ing such a state­ment, Mr. Pot­ter. At Hog­warts we strive to be proac­tive with re­spect to any­thing that threat­ens the ed­u­ca­tional at­tain­ment of our stu­dents.”
Such as first-year Raven­claws who can’t keep their mouths shut. “I be­lieve I un­der­stand you com­pletely, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.”
“Oh, I doubt that, Mr. Pot­ter. I doubt that very much.” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall leaned for­ward, her face tight­en­ing again. “Since you and I have al­ready dis­cussed mat­ters far more sen­si­tive than these, I shall speak frankly. You, and you alone, have re­ported this mys­te­ri­ous sense of doom. You, and you alone, are a chaos mag­net the likes of which I have never seen. Af­ter our lit­tle shop­ping trip to Di­agon Al­ley, and then the Sort­ing Hat, and then to­day’s lit­tle episode, I can well fore­see that I am fated to sit in the Head­mas­ter’s of­fice and hear some hi­lar­i­ous tale about Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell in which you and you alone play a star­ring role, af­ter which there will be no choice but to fire him. I am al­ready re­signed to it, Mr. Pot­ter. And if this sad event takes place any ear­lier than the Ides of May, I will string you up by the gates of Hog­warts with your own in­testines and pour fire bee­tles into your nose. Now do you un­der­stand me com­pletely?”
Harry nod­ded, his eyes very wide. Then, af­ter a sec­ond, “What do I get if I can make it hap­pen on the last day of the school year?”
“Get out of my of­fice!”

Thurs­day.
There must have been some­thing about Thurs­days in Hog­warts.
It was 5:32pm on Thurs­day af­ter­noon, and Harry was stand­ing next to Pro­fes­sor Flitwick, in front of the great stone gar­goyle that guarded the en­trance to the Head­mas­ter’s of­fice.
No sooner had he made it back from Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s of­fice to the Raven­claw study rooms than one of the stu­dents told him to re­port to Pro­fes­sor Flitwick’s of­fice, and there Harry had learned that Dum­b­le­dore wanted to speak to him.
Harry, feel­ing rather ap­pre­hen­sive, had asked Pro­fes­sor Flitwick if the Head­mas­ter had said what this was about.
Pro­fes­sor Flitwick had shrugged in a help­less sort of way.
Ap­par­ently Dum­b­le­dore had said that Harry was far too young to in­voke the words of power and mad­ness.
Happy happy boom boom swamp swamp swamp? Harry had thought but not said aloud.
“Please don’t worry too much, Mr. Pot­ter,” squeaked Pro­fes­sor Flitwick from some­where around Harry’s shoul­der level. (Harry was grate­ful for Pro­fes­sor Flitwick’s gi­gan­tic puffy beard, it was hard get­ting used to a Pro­fes­sor who was not only shorter than him but spoke in a higher-pitched voice.) “Head­mas­ter Dum­b­le­dore may seem a lit­tle odd, or a lot odd, or even ex­tremely odd, but he has never hurt a stu­dent in the slight­est, and I don’t be­lieve he ever will.” Pro­fes­sor Flitwick gave Harry an en­cour­ag­ing smile. “Just keep that in mind at all times and you’ll be sure not to panic!”
This was not help­ing.
“Good luck!” squeaked Pro­fes­sor Flitwick, and leaned over to the gar­goyle and said some­thing that Harry some­how failed to hear at all. (Of course, the pass­word wouldn’t be much good if you could hear some­one say­ing it.) And the stone gar­goyle walked aside with a very nat­u­ral and or­di­nary move­ment that Harry found rather shock­ing, since the gar­goyle still looked like solid, im­mov­able stone the whole time.
Be­hind the gar­goyle was a set of slowly re­volv­ing spi­ral stairs. There was some­thing dis­turbingly hyp­notic about it, and even more dis­turb­ing was that re­volv­ing the spi­ral ought not to take you any­where.
“Up you go!” squeaked Flitwick.
Harry rather ner­vously stepped onto the spi­ral, and found him­self, for some rea­son that his brain couldn’t seem to vi­su­alise at all, mov­ing up­wards.
The gar­goyle thud­ded back into place be­hind him, and the spi­ral stairs kept turn­ing and Harry kept be­ing higher up, and af­ter a rather dizzy­ing time, Harry found him­self in front of an oak door with a brass grif­fin knocker.
Harry reached out and turned the door­knob.
The door swung open.
And Harry saw the most in­ter­est­ing room he’d ever seen in his life.
There were tiny metal mech­a­nisms that whirred or ticked or slowly changed shape or emit­ted lit­tle puffs of smoke. There were dozens of mys­te­ri­ous flu­ids in dozens of oddly shaped con­tain­ers, all bub­bling, boil­ing, ooz­ing, chang­ing color, or form­ing into in­ter­est­ing shapes that van­ished half a sec­ond af­ter you saw them. There were things that looked like clocks with many hands, in­scribed with num­bers or in un­recog­nis­able lan­guages. There was a bracelet bear­ing a lentic­u­lar crys­tal that sparkled with a thou­sand col­ors, and a bird perched atop a golden plat­form, and a wooden cup filled with what looked like blood, and a statue of a fal­con en­crusted in black enamel. The wall was all hung with pic­tures of peo­ple sleep­ing, and the Sort­ing Hat was ca­su­ally poised on a ha­track that was also hold­ing two um­brel­las and three red slip­pers for left feet.
In the midst of all the chaos was a clean black oaken desk. Be­fore the desk was an oaken stool. And be­hind the desk was a well-cush­ioned throne con­tain­ing Al­bus Per­ci­val Wul­fric Brian Dum­b­le­dore, who was adorned with a long sil­ver beard, a hat like a squashed gi­ant mush­room, and what looked to Mug­gle eyes like three lay­ers of bright pink py­ja­mas.
Dum­b­le­dore was smil­ing, and his bright eyes twin­kled with a mad in­ten­sity.
With some trep­i­da­tion, Harry seated him­self in front of the desk. The door swung shut be­hind him with a loud thunk.
“Hello, Harry,” said Dum­b­le­dore.
“Hello, Head­mas­ter,” Harry replied. So they were on a first-name ba­sis? Would Dum­b­le­dore now say to call him -
“Please, Harry!” said Dum­b­le­dore. “Head­mas­ter sounds so for­mal. Just call me Heh for short.”
“I’ll be sure to, Heh,” said Harry.
There was a slight pause.
“Do you know,” said Dum­b­le­dore, “you’re the first per­son who’s ever taken me up on that?”
“Ah…” Harry said. He tried to con­trol his voice de­spite the sud­den sink­ing feel­ing in his stom­ach. “I’m sorry, I, ah, Head­mas­ter, you told me to do it so I did -”
“Heh, please!” said Dum­b­le­dore cheer­fully. “And there’s no call to be so wor­ried, I won’t launch you out a win­dow just be­cause you make one mis­take. I’ll give you plenty of warn­ings first, if you’re do­ing some­thing wrong! Be­sides, what mat­ters isn’t how peo­ple talk to you, it’s what they think of you.”
He’s never hurt a stu­dent, just keep re­mem­ber­ing that and you’ll be sure not to panic.
Dum­b­le­dore drew forth a small metal case and flipped it open, show­ing some small yel­low lumps. “Sher­bet lemon?” said the Head­mas­ter.
“Er, no thank you, Heh,” said Harry. Does slip­ping a stu­dent LSD count as hurt­ing them, or does that fall into the cat­e­gory of harm­less fun? “You, um, said some­thing about my be­ing too young to in­voke the words of power and mad­ness?”
“That you most cer­tainly are!” Dum­b­le­dore said. “Thank­fully the Words of Power and Mad­ness were lost seven cen­turies ago and no one has the slight­est idea what they are any­more. It was just a lit­tle re­mark.”
“Ah…” Harry said. He was aware that his mouth was hang­ing open. “Why did you call me here, then?”
“Why?” Dum­b­le­dore re­peated. “Ah, Harry, if I went around all day ask­ing why I do things, I’d never have time to get a sin­gle thing done! I’m quite a busy per­son, you know.”
Harry nod­ded, smil­ing. “Yes, it was a very im­pres­sive list. Head­mas­ter of Hog­warts, Chief War­lock of the Wiz­eng­amot, and Supreme Mug­wump of the In­ter­na­tional Con­fed­er­a­tion of Wiz­ards. Sorry to ask but I was won­der­ing, is it pos­si­ble to get more than six hours if you use more than one Time-Turner? Be­cause it’s pretty im­pres­sive if you’re do­ing all that on just thirty hours a day.”
There was an­other slight pause, dur­ing which Harry went on smil­ing. He was a lit­tle ap­pre­hen­sive, ac­tu­ally a lot ap­pre­hen­sive, but once it had be­come clear that Dum­b­le­dore was de­lib­er­ately mess­ing with him, some­thing within him ab­so­lutely re­fused to sit and take it like a de­fence­less lump.
“I’m afraid Time doesn’t like be­ing stretched out too much,” said Dum­b­le­dore af­ter the slight pause, “and yet we our­selves seem to be a lit­tle too large for it, and so it’s a con­stant strug­gle to fit our lives into Time.”
“In­deed,” Harry said with grave solem­nity. “That’s why it’s best to come to our points quickly.”
For a mo­ment Harry won­dered if he’d gone too far.
Then Dum­b­le­dore chuck­led. “Straight to the point it shall be.” The Head­mas­ter leaned for­wards, tilt­ing his squashed mush­room hat and brush­ing his beard against his desk. “Harry, this Mon­day you did some­thing that should have been im­pos­si­ble even with a Time-Turner. Or rather, im­pos­si­ble with only a Time-Turner. Where did those two pies come from, I won­der?”
A jolt of adren­a­line shot through Harry. He’d done that us­ing the Cloak of In­vis­i­bil­ity, the one that had been given him in a Christ­mas box along with a note, and that note had said: If Dum­b­le­dore saw a chance to pos­sess one of the Deathly Hal­lows he would never let it es­cape his grasp.…
“A nat­u­ral thought,” Dum­b­le­dore went on, “is that since none of the first-years present were able to cast such a spell, some­one else was present, and yet un­seen. And if no one could see them, why, it would be easy enough for them to throw the pies. One might fur­ther sus­pect that since you had a Time-Turner, you were the in­vis­i­ble one; and that since the spell of Dis­il­lu­sion­ment is far be­yond your cur­rent abil­i­ties, you had an in­vis­i­bil­ity cloak.” Dum­b­le­dore smiled con­spir­a­to­ri­ally. “Am I on the right track so far, Harry?”
Harry was frozen. He had the feel­ing that an out­right lie would not at all be wise, and pos­si­bly not the least bit help­ful, and he couldn’t think of any­thing else to say.
Dum­b­le­dore waved a friendly hand. “Don’t worry, Harry, you haven’t done any­thing wrong. In­vis­i­bil­ity cloaks aren’t against the rules - I sup­pose they’re rare enough that no one ever got around to putting them on the list. But re­ally I was won­der­ing some­thing else en­tirely.”
“Oh?” Harry said in the most nor­mal voice he could man­age.
Dum­b­le­dore’s eyes shone with en­thu­si­asm. “You see, Harry, af­ter you’ve been through a few ad­ven­tures you tend to catch the hang of these things. You start to see the pat­tern, hear the rhythm of the world. You be­gin to har­bour sus­pi­cions be­fore the mo­ment of rev­e­la­tion. You are the Boy-Who-Lived, and some­how an in­vis­i­bil­ity cloak made its way into your hands only four days af­ter you dis­cov­ered our mag­i­cal Britain. Such cloaks are not for sale in Di­agon Al­ley, but there is one which might find its own way to a des­tined wearer. And so I can­not help but won­der if by some strange chance you have found not just an in­vis­i­bil­ity cloak, but the Cloak of In­vis­i­bil­ity, one of the three Deathly Hal­lows and re­puted to hide the wearer from the gaze of Death him­self.” Dum­b­le­dore’s gaze was bright and ea­ger. “May I see it, Harry?”
Harry swal­lowed. There was a full flood of adren­a­line in his sys­tem now and it was en­tirely use­less, this was the most pow­er­ful wiz­ard in the world and there was no way he could make it out the door and there was nowhere in Hog­warts for him to hide if he did, he was about to lose the Cloak that had been passed down through the Pot­ters for who knew how long -
Slowly Dum­b­le­dore leaned back into his high chair. The bright light had gone out of his eyes, and he looked puz­zled and a lit­tle sor­row­ful. “Harry,” said Dum­b­le­dore, “if you don’t want to, you can just say no.”
“I can?” Harry croaked.
“Yes, Harry,” said Dum­b­le­dore. His voice sounded sad now, and wor­ried. “It seems that you’re afraid of me, Harry. May I ask what I’ve done to earn your dis­trust?”
Harry swal­lowed. “Is there some way you can swear a bind­ing mag­i­cal oath that you won’t take my cloak?”
Dum­b­le­dore shook his head slowly. “Un­break­able Vows are not to be used so lightly. And be­sides, Harry, if you did not al­ready know the spell, you would have only my word that the spell was bind­ing. Yet surely you re­alise that I do not need your per­mis­sion to see the Cloak. I am pow­er­ful enough to draw it forth my­self, moke­skin pouch or no.” Dum­b­le­dore’s face was very grave. “But this I will not do. The Cloak is yours, Harry. I will not seize it from you. Not even to look at for just a mo­ment, un­less you de­cide to show it to me. That is a prom­ise and an oath. Should I need to pro­hibit you from us­ing it on the school grounds, I will re­quire you to go to your vault at Gringotts and store it there.”
“Ah…” Harry said. He swal­lowed hard, try­ing to calm the flood of adren­a­line and think rea­son­ably. He took the moke­skin pouch off his belt. “If you re­ally don’t need my per­mis­sion… then you have it.” Harry held out the pouch to Dum­b­le­dore, and bit down hard on his lip, send­ing that sig­nal to him­self in case he was Oblivi­ated af­ter­wards.
The old wiz­ard reached into the pouch, and with­out say­ing any word of re­trieval, drew forth the Cloak of In­vis­i­bil­ity.
“Ah,” breathed Dum­b­le­dore. “I was right…” He poured the shim­mer­ing black vel­vet mesh through his hand. “Cen­turies old, and still as per­fect as the day it was made. We have lost much of our art over the years, and now I can­not make such a thing my­self, no one can. I can feel the power of it like an echo in my mind, like a song for­ever be­ing sung with­out any­one to hear it…” The wiz­ard looked up from the Cloak. “Do not sell it,” he said, “do not give it to any­one as a pos­ses­sion. Think twice be­fore you show it to any­one, and pon­der three times again be­fore you re­veal it is a Deathly Hal­low. Treat it with re­spect, for this is in­deed a Thing of Power.”
For a mo­ment Dum­b­le­dore’s face grew wist­ful…
…and then he handed the Cloak back to Harry.
Harry put it back in his pouch.
Dum­b­le­dore’s face was grave once more. “May I ask again, Harry, how you came to dis­trust me so?”
Sud­denly Harry felt rather ashamed.
“There was a note with the Cloak,” Harry said in a small voice. “It said that you would try to take the Cloak from me, if you knew. I don’t know who left the note, though, I re­ally don’t.”
“I… see,” Dum­b­le­dore said slowly. “Well, Harry, I won’t im­pugn the mo­tives of who­ever left you that note. Who knows but that they them­selves may have had the best of good in­ten­tions? They did give you the Cloak, af­ter all.”
Harry nod­ded, im­pressed by Dum­b­le­dore’s char­ity, and abashed at the sharp con­trast with his own at­ti­tude.
The old wiz­ard went on. “But you and I are both game­pieces of the same color, I think. The boy who fi­nally de­feated Volde­mort, and the old man who held him off long enough for you to save the day. I will not hold your cau­tion against you, Harry, we must all do our best to be wise. I will only ask that you think twice and pon­der three times again, the next time some­one tells you to dis­trust me.”
“I’m sorry,” Harry said. He felt wretched at this point, he’d just told off Gan­dalf es­sen­tially, and Dum­b­le­dore’s kind­ness was only mak­ing him feel worse. “I shouldn’t have dis­trusted you.”
“Alas, Harry, in this world…” The old wiz­ard shook his head. “I can­not even say you were un­wise. You did not know me. And in truth there are some at Hog­warts who you would do well not to trust. Per­haps even some you call friends.”
Harry swal­lowed. That sounded rather omi­nous. “Like who?”
Dum­b­le­dore stood up from his chair, and be­gan ex­am­in­ing one of his in­stru­ments, a dial with eight hands of vary­ing length.
Af­ter a few mo­ments, the old wiz­ard spoke again. “He prob­a­bly seems to you quite charm­ing,” said Dum­b­le­dore. “Po­lite - to you at least. Well-spo­ken, maybe even ad­mir­ing. Al­ways ready with a help­ing hand, a favour, a word of ad­vice -”
“Oh, Draco Mal­foy!” Harry said, feel­ing rather re­lieved that it wasn’t Hermione or some­thing. “Oh no, no no no, you’ve got it all wrong, he’s not turn­ing me, I’m turn­ing him.”
Dum­b­le­dore froze where he was peer­ing at the dial. “You’re what?”
“I’m go­ing to turn Draco Mal­foy from the Dark Side,” Harry said. “You know, make him a good guy.”
Dum­b­le­dore straight­ened and turned to Harry. He was wear­ing one of the most as­ton­ished ex­pres­sions Harry had ever seen on any­one, let alone some­one with a long sil­ver beard. “Are you cer­tain,” said the old wiz­ard af­ter a mo­ment, “that he is ready to be re­deemed? I fear that what­ever good­ness you think you see within him is only wish­ful think­ing - or worse, a lure, a bait -”
“Er, not likely,” Harry said. “I mean if he’s try­ing to dis­guise him­self as a good guy he’s in­cred­i­bly bad at it. This isn’t a ques­tion of Draco com­ing up to me and be­ing all charm­ing and me de­cid­ing that he must have a hid­den core of good­ness deep down. I se­lected him for re­demp­tion specif­i­cally be­cause he’s the heir to House Mal­foy and if you had to pick one per­son to re­deem, it would ob­vi­ously be him.”
Dum­b­le­dore’s left eye twitched. “You in­tend to sow seeds of love and kind­ness in Draco Mal­foy’s heart be­cause you ex­pect Mal­foy’s heir to prove valu­able to you?”
“Not just to me!” Harry said in­dig­nantly. “To all of mag­i­cal Britain, if this works out! And he’ll have a hap­pier and men­tally health­ier life him­self! Look, I don’t have enough time to turn ev­ery­one away from the Dark Side and I’ve got to ask where the Light can gain the most ad­van­tage the fastest -”
Dum­b­le­dore started laugh­ing. Laugh­ing a lot harder than Harry would ex­pect, al­most howl­ing. It seemed pos­i­tively undig­ni­fied. An an­cient and pow­er­ful wiz­ard ought to chuckle in deep boom­ing tones, not laugh so hard he was gasp­ing for breath. Harry had once lit­er­ally fallen out of his chair while watch­ing the Marx Broth­ers movie Duck Soup, and that was how hard Dum­b­le­dore was laugh­ing now.
“It’s not that funny,” Harry said af­ter a while. He was start­ing to worry about Dum­b­le­dore’s san­ity again.
Dum­b­le­dore got him­self un­der con­trol again with a vis­i­ble ef­fort. “Ah, Harry, one symp­tom of the dis­ease called wis­dom is that you be­gin laugh­ing at things that no one else thinks is funny, be­cause when you’re wise, Harry, you start get­ting the jokes!” The old wiz­ard wiped tears away from his eyes. “Ah, me. Ah, me. Oft evil will shall evil mar in­deed, in very deed.”
Harry’s brain took a mo­ment to place the fa­mil­iar words… “Hey, that’s a Tolkien quote! Gan­dalf says that!”
“Theo­den, ac­tu­ally,” said Dum­b­le­dore.
“You’re Mug­gle­born?” Harry said in shock.
“I’m afraid not,” said Dum­b­le­dore, smil­ing again. “I was born sev­enty years be­fore that book was pub­lished, dear child. But it seems that my Mug­gle­born stu­dents tend to think alike in cer­tain ways. I have ac­cu­mu­lated no fewer than twenty copies of The Lord of the Rings and three sets of Tolkien’s en­tire col­lected works, and I trea­sure ev­ery one of them.” Dum­b­le­dore drew his wand and held it up and struck a pose. “You can­not pass! How does that look?”
“Ah,” Harry said in some­thing ap­proach­ing com­plete brain shut­down, “I think you’re miss­ing a Bal­rog.” And the pink py­ja­mas and squashed mush­room hat were not help­ing in the slight­est.
“I see.” Dum­b­le­dore sighed and glumly sheathed the wand in his belt. “I fear there have been pre­cious few Bal­rogs in my life of late. Nowa­days it’s all meet­ings of the Wiz­eng­amot where I must try des­per­ately to pre­vent any work from get­ting done, and for­mal din­ners where for­eign politi­cians com­pete to see who can be the most ob­sti­nate fool. And be­ing mys­te­ri­ous at peo­ple, know­ing things I have no way of know­ing, mak­ing cryp­tic state­ments which can only be un­der­stood in hind­sight, and all the other small ways in which pow­er­ful wiz­ards amuse them­selves af­ter they have left the part of the pat­tern that al­lows them to be he­roes. Speak­ing of which, Harry, I have a cer­tain some­thing to give you, some­thing which be­longed to your fa­ther.”
“You do?” said Harry. “Gosh, who would have fig­ured.”
“Yes in­deed,” said Dum­b­le­dore. “I sup­pose it is a lit­tle pre­dictable, isn’t it?” His face turned solemn. “None­the­less…”
Dum­b­le­dore went back to his desk and sat down, pulling out one of the draw­ers as he did so. He reached in us­ing both arms, and, strain­ing slightly, pulled a rather large and heavy-look­ing ob­ject out of the drawer, which he then de­posited on his oaken desk with a huge thunk.
“This,” Dum­b­le­dore said, “was your fa­ther’s rock.”
Harry stared at it. It was light gray, dis­col­ored, ir­reg­u­larly shaped, sharp-edged, and very much a plain old or­di­nary large rock. Dum­b­le­dore had de­posited it so that it rested on the widest avail­able cross-sec­tion, but it still wob­bled un­sta­bly on his desk.
Harry looked up. “This is a joke, right?”
“It is not,” said Dum­b­le­dore, shak­ing his head and look­ing very se­ri­ous. “I took this from the ru­ins of James and Lily’s home in Go­dric’s Hol­low, where also I found you; and I have kept it from then un­til now, against the day when I could give it to you.”
In the mix­ture of hy­pothe­ses that served as Harry’s model of the world, Dum­b­le­dore’s in­san­ity was rapidly ris­ing in prob­a­bil­ity. But there was still a sub­stan­tial amount of prob­a­bil­ity al­lo­cated to other al­ter­na­tives… “Um, is it a mag­i­cal rock?”
“Not so far as I know,” said Dum­b­le­dore. “But I ad­vise you with the great­est pos­si­ble strin­gency to keep it close about your per­son at all times.”
All right. Dum­b­le­dore was prob­a­bly in­sane but if he wasn’t… well, it would be just too em­bar­rass­ing to get in trou­ble from ig­nor­ing the ad­vice of the in­scrutable old wiz­ard. That had to be like #4 on the list of the Top 100 Ob­vi­ous Fail­ure Modes.
Harry stepped for­ward and put his hands on the rock, try­ing to find some an­gle from which to lift it with­out cut­ting him­self. “I’ll put it in my pouch, then.”
Dum­b­le­dore frowned. “That may not be close enough to your per­son. And what if your moke­skin pouch is lost, or stolen?”
“You think I should just carry a big rock ev­ery­where I go?”
Dum­b­le­dore gave Harry a se­ri­ous look. “That might prove wise.”
“Ah…” Harry said. It looked rather heavy. “I’d think the other stu­dents would tend to ask me ques­tions about that.”
“Tell them I or­dered you to do it,” said Dum­b­le­dore. “No one will ques­tion that, since they all think I’m in­sane.” His face was still per­fectly se­ri­ous.
“Er, to be hon­est if you go around or­der­ing your stu­dents to carry large rocks I can kind of see why peo­ple would think that.”
“Ah, Harry,” said Dum­b­le­dore. The old wiz­ard ges­tured, a sweep of one hand that seemed to take in all the mys­te­ri­ous in­stru­ments around the room. “When we are young we be­lieve that we know ev­ery­thing, and so we be­lieve that if we see no ex­pla­na­tion for some­thing, then no ex­pla­na­tion ex­ists. When we are older we re­alise that the whole uni­verse works by a rhythm and a rea­son, even if we our­selves do not know it. It is only our own ig­no­rance which ap­pears to us as in­san­ity.”
“Re­al­ity is al­ways law­ful,” said Harry, “even if we don’t know the law.”
“Pre­cisely, Harry,” said Dum­b­le­dore. “To un­der­stand this - and I see that you do un­der­stand it - is the essence of wis­dom.”
“So… why do I have to carry this rock ex­actly?”
“I can’t think of a rea­son, ac­tu­ally,” said Dum­b­le­dore.
“…you can’t.”
Dum­b­le­dore nod­ded. “But just be­cause I can’t think of a rea­son doesn’t mean there is no rea­son.”
The in­stru­ments ticked on.
“Okay,” said Harry, “I’m not even sure if I should be say­ing this, but that is sim­ply not the cor­rect way to deal with our ad­mit­ted ig­no­rance of how the uni­verse works.”
“It isn’t?” said the old wiz­ard, look­ing sur­prised and dis­ap­pointed.
Harry had the feel­ing this con­ver­sa­tion was not go­ing to work out in his favour, but he car­ried on re­gard­less. “No. I don’t even know if that fal­lacy has an of­fi­cial name, but if I had to make one up my­self, it would be ‘priv­i­leg­ing the hy­poth­e­sis’ or some­thing like that. How can I put this for­mally… um… sup­pose you had a mil­lion boxes, and only one of the boxes con­tained a di­a­mond. And you had a box full of di­a­mond-de­tec­tors, and each di­a­mond-de­tec­tor al­ways went off in the pres­ence of a di­a­mond, and went off half the time on boxes that didn’t have a di­a­mond. If you ran twenty de­tec­tors over all the boxes, you’d have, on av­er­age, one false can­di­date and one true can­di­date left. And then it would just take one or two more de­tec­tors be­fore you were left with the one true can­di­date. The point be­ing that when there are lots of pos­si­ble an­swers, most of the ev­i­dence you need goes into just lo­cat­ing the true hy­poth­e­sis out of mil­lions of pos­si­bil­i­ties - bring­ing it to your at­ten­tion in the first place. The amount of ev­i­dence you need to judge be­tween two or three plau­si­ble can­di­dates is much smaller by com­par­i­son. So if you just jump ahead with­out ev­i­dence and pro­mote one par­tic­u­lar pos­si­bil­ity to the fo­cus of your at­ten­tion, you’re skip­ping over most of the work. Like, you live in a city where there are a mil­lion peo­ple, and there’s a mur­der, and a de­tec­tive says, well, we’ve got no ev­i­dence at all, so have we con­sid­ered the pos­si­bil­ity that Mor­timer Snod­grass did it?”
“Did he?” said Dum­b­le­dore.
“No,” said Harry. “But later it turns out that the mur­derer had black hair, and Mor­timer has black hair, so ev­ery­one’s like, ah, looks like Mor­timer did it af­ter all. So it’s un­fair to Mor­timer for the po­lice to pro­mote him to their at­ten­tion with­out hav­ing good rea­sons al­ready in hand to sus­pect him. When there are lots of pos­si­bil­i­ties, most of the work goes into just lo­cat­ing the true an­swer - start­ing to pay at­ten­tion to it. You don’t need proof, or the sort of of­fi­cial ev­i­dence that sci­en­tists or courts de­mand, but you need some sort of hint, and that hint has to dis­crim­i­nate that par­tic­u­lar pos­si­bil­ity from the mil­lions of oth­ers. Oth­er­wise you can’t just pluck the right an­swer out of thin air. You can’t even pluck a pos­si­bil­ity worth think­ing about out of thin air. And there’s got to be a mil­lion other things I could do be­sides car­ry­ing around my fa­ther’s rock. Just be­cause I’m ig­no­rant about the uni­verse doesn’t mean that I’m un­sure about how I should rea­son in the pres­ence of my un­cer­tainty. The laws for think­ing with prob­a­bil­i­ties are no less iron than the laws that gov­ern old-fash­ioned logic, and what you just did is not al­lowed.” Harry paused. ”Un­less, of course, you have some hint you’re not men­tion­ing.”
“Ah,” said Dum­b­le­dore. He tapped his cheek, look­ing thought­ful. “An in­ter­est­ing ar­gu­ment, cer­tainly, but doesn’t it break down at the point where you make an anal­ogy be­tween a mil­lion po­ten­tial mur­der­ers only one of whom com­mit­ted the mur­der, and tak­ing one out of many pos­si­ble cour­ses of ac­tion, when many pos­si­ble cour­ses of ac­tion may all be wise? I do not say that car­ry­ing your fa­ther’s rock is the one best pos­si­ble course of ac­tion, only that it is wiser to do than not.”
Dum­b­le­dore once again reached into the same desk drawer he had ac­cessed ear­lier, this time seem­ing to root around in­side - at least his arm seemed to be mov­ing. “I will re­mark,” Dum­b­le­dore said while Harry was still try­ing to sort out how to re­ply to this com­pletely un­ex­pected re­join­der, “that it is a com­mon mis­con­cep­tion of Raven­claws that all the smart chil­dren are Sorted there, leav­ing none for other Houses. This is not so; be­ing Sorted to Raven­claw in­di­cates that you are driven by your de­sire to know things, which is not at all the same qual­ity as be­ing in­tel­li­gent.” The wiz­ard was smil­ing as he bent over the drawer. “None­the­less, you do seem rather in­tel­li­gent. Less like an or­di­nary young hero and more like a young mys­te­ri­ous an­cient wiz­ard. I think I may have been tak­ing the wrong ap­proach with you, Harry, and that you may be able to un­der­stand things that few oth­ers could grasp. So I shall be dar­ing, and of­fer you a cer­tain other heir­loom.”
“You don’t mean…” gasped Harry. “My fa­ther… owned an­other rock?”
“Ex­cuse me,” said Dum­b­le­dore, “I am still older and more mys­te­ri­ous than you and if there are any rev­e­la­tions to be made then I will do the re­veal­ing, thank you… oh, where is that thing!” Dum­b­le­dore reached down fur­ther into the desk drawer, and still fur­ther. His head and shoul­ders and whole torso dis­ap­peared in­side un­til only his hips and legs were stick­ing out, as though the desk drawer was eat­ing him.
Harry couldn’t help but won­der just how much stuff was in there and what the com­plete in­ven­tory would look like.
Fi­nally Dum­b­le­dore rose back up out of the drawer, hold­ing the ob­jec­tive of his search, which he set down on the desk along­side the rock.
It was a used, ragged-edged, worn-spined text­book: In­ter­me­di­ate Po­tion Mak­ing by Li­batius Bor­age. There was a pic­ture of a smok­ing vial on the cover.
“This,” Dum­b­le­dore in­toned, “was your mother’s fifth-year Po­tions text­book.”
“Which I am to carry with me at all times,” said Harry.
“Which holds a ter­ri­ble se­cret. A se­cret whose rev­e­la­tion could prove so dis­as­trous that I must ask you to swear - and I do re­quire you to swear it se­ri­ously, Harry, what­ever you may think of all this - never to tell any­one or any­thing else.”
Harry con­sid­ered his mother’s fifth-year Po­tions text­book, which, ap­par­ently, held a ter­ri­ble se­cret.
The prob­lem was that Harry did take that oaths like that very se­ri­ously. Any vow was an Un­break­able Vow if made by the right sort of per­son.
And…
“I’m feel­ing thirsty,” Harry said, “and that is not at all a good sign.”
Dum­b­le­dore en­tirely failed to ask any ques­tions about this cryp­tic state­ment. “Do you swear, Harry?” said Dum­b­le­dore. His eyes gazed in­tently into Harry’s. “Oth­er­wise I can­not tell you.”
“Yes,” said Harry. “I swear.” That was the trou­ble with be­ing a Raven­claw. You couldn’t refuse an of­fer like that or your cu­rios­ity would eat you alive, and ev­ery­one else knew it.
“And I swear in turn,” said Dum­b­le­dore, “that what I am about to tell you is the truth.”
Dum­b­le­dore opened the book, seem­ingly at ran­dom, and Harry leaned in to see.
“Do you see these notes,” Dum­b­le­dore said in a voice so low it was al­most a whis­per, “writ­ten in the mar­gins of the book?”
Harry squinted slightly. The yel­low­ing pages seemed to be de­scrib­ing some­thing called a po­tion of ea­gle’s splen­dour, many of the in­gre­di­ents be­ing items that Harry didn’t recog­nise at all and whose names didn’t ap­pear to de­rive from Eng­lish. Scrawled in the mar­gin was a hand­writ­ten an­no­ta­tion say­ing, I won­der what would hap­pen if you used Thes­tral blood here in­stead of blue­ber­ries? and im­me­di­ately be­neath was a re­ply in dif­fer­ent hand­writ­ing, You’d get sick for weeks and maybe die.
“I see them,” said Harry. “What about them?”
Dum­b­le­dore pointed to the sec­ond scrawl. “The ones in this hand­writ­ing,” he said, still in that low voice, “were writ­ten by your mother. And the ones in this hand­writ­ing,” mov­ing his fin­ger to in­di­cate the first scrawl, “were writ­ten by me. I would turn my­self in­vis­i­ble and sneak into her dorm room while she was sleep­ing. Lily thought one of her friends was writ­ing them and they had the most amaz­ing fights.”
That was the ex­act point at which Harry re­alised that the Head­mas­ter of Hog­warts was, in fact, crazy.
Dum­b­le­dore was look­ing at him with a se­ri­ous ex­pres­sion. “Do you un­der­stand the im­pli­ca­tions of what I have just told you, Harry?”
“Ehhh…” Harry said. His voice seemed to be stuck. “Sorry… I… not re­ally…”
“Ah well,” said Dum­b­le­dore, and sighed. “I sup­pose your clev­er­ness has lim­its af­ter all, then. Shall we all just pre­tend I didn’t say any­thing?”
Harry rose from his chair, wear­ing a fixed smile. “Of course,” Harry said. “You know it’s ac­tu­ally get­ting rather late in the day and I’m a bit hun­gry, so I should be go­ing down to din­ner, re­ally” and Harry made a bee­line for the door.
The door­knob en­tirely failed to turn.
“You wound me, Harry,” said Dum­b­le­dore’s voice in quiet tones that were com­ing from right be­hind him. “Do you not at least re­alise that what I have told you is a sign of trust?”
Harry slowly turned around.
In front of him was a very pow­er­ful and very in­sane wiz­ard with a long sil­ver beard, a hat like a squashed gi­ant mush­room, and wear­ing what looked to Mug­gle eyes like three lay­ers of bright pink py­ja­mas.
Be­hind him was a door that didn’t seem to be work­ing at the mo­ment.
Dum­b­le­dore was look­ing rather sad­dened and weary, like he wanted to lean on a wiz­ard’s staff he didn’t have. “Re­ally,” said Dum­b­le­dore, “you try any­thing new in­stead of fol­low­ing the same pat­tern ev­ery time for a hun­dred and ten years, and peo­ple all start run­ning away.” The old wiz­ard shook his head in sor­row. “I’d hoped for bet­ter from you, Harry Pot­ter. I’d heard that your own friends also think you mad. I know they are mis­taken. Will you not be­lieve the same of me?”
“Please open the door,” Harry said, his voice trem­bling. “If you ever want me to trust you again, open the door.”
There was the sound be­hind him of a door open­ing.
“There were more things I planned to say to you,” Dum­b­le­dore said, “and if you leave now, you will not know what they were.”
Some­times Harry ab­so­lutely hated be­ing a Raven­claw.
He’s never hurt a stu­dent, said Harry’s Gryffindor side. Just keep re­mem­ber­ing that and you’ll be sure not to panic. You’re not go­ing to run away just be­cause things are get­ting in­ter­est­ing, are you?
You can’t just walk out on the Head­mas­ter! said the Huf­flepuff part. What if he starts de­duct­ing House points? He could make your school life very dif­fi­cult if he de­cides he doesn’t like you!
And a piece of him­self which Harry didn’t much like but couldn’t quite man­age to si­lence was pon­der­ing the po­ten­tial ad­van­tages of be­ing one of the few friends of this mad old wiz­ard who also hap­pened to be Head­mas­ter, Chief War­lock, and Supreme Mug­wump. And un­for­tu­nately his in­ner Slytherin seemed to be much bet­ter than Draco at turn­ing peo­ple to the Dark Side, be­cause it was say­ing things like poor fel­low, he looks like he needs some­one to talk to, doesn’t he? and you wouldn’t want such a pow­er­ful man to end up trust­ing some­one less vir­tu­ous, would you? and I won­der what sort of in­cred­i­ble se­crets Dum­b­le­dore could tell you if, you know, you be­came friends with him and even I bet he’s got a reaal­lly in­ter­est­ing book col­lec­tion.
You’re all a bunch of lu­natics, Harry thought at the en­tire as­sem­blage, but he’d been unan­i­mously out­voted by ev­ery com­po­nent part of him­self.
Harry turned, took a step to­wards the open door, reached out, and de­lib­er­ately closed it again. It was a cost­less sac­ri­fice given that he was stay­ing any­way, Dum­b­le­dore could con­trol his move­ments re­gard­less, but maybe it would im­press Dum­b­le­dore.
When Harry turned back around he saw that the pow­er­ful in­sane wiz­ard was once more smil­ing and look­ing friendly. That was good, maybe.
“Please don’t do that again,” Harry said. “I don’t like be­ing trapped.”
“I am sorry about that, Harry,” said Dum­b­le­dore in what sounded like tones of sin­cere apol­ogy. “But it would have been ter­ri­bly un­wise to let you leave with­out your fa­ther’s rock.”
“Of course,” Harry said. “It wasn’t rea­son­able of me to ex­pect the door to open be­fore I put the quest items in my in­ven­tory.”
Dum­b­le­dore smiled and nod­ded.
Harry went over to the desk, twisted his moke­skin pouch around to the front of his belt, and, with some ef­fort, man­aged to heave up the rock in his eleven-year-old arms and feed it in.
He could ac­tu­ally feel the weight slowly di­min­ish­ing as the Widen­ing Lip charm ate the rock, and the burp which fol­lowed was rather noisy and had a dis­tinctly com­plain­ing sound to it.
His mother’s fifth-year Po­tions text­book (which held a se­cret that was in fact pretty ter­ri­ble) fol­lowed shortly af­ter.
And then Harry’s in­ner Slytherin made a sly sug­ges­tion for in­gra­ti­at­ing him­self with the Head­mas­ter, which, un­for­tu­nately, had been per­fectly pitched in such a way as to gain the sup­port of the ma­jor­ity Raven­claw fac­tion.
“So,” Harry said. “Um. As long as I’m hang­ing around, I don’t sup­pose you would like to give me a bit of a tour of your of­fice? I’m a bit cu­ri­ous as to what some of these things are,” and that was his un­der­state­ment for the month of Sep­tem­ber.
Dum­b­le­dore gazed at him, and then nod­ded with a slight grin. “I’m flat­tered by your in­ter­est,” said Dum­b­le­dore, “but I’m afraid there isn’t much to say.” Dum­b­le­dore took a step closer to the wall and pointed to a paint­ing of a sleep­ing man. “These are por­traits of past Head­mas­ters of Hog­warts.” He turned and pointed to his desk. “This is my desk.” He pointed to his chair. “This is my chair -”
“Ex­cuse me,” Harry said, “ac­tu­ally I was won­der­ing about those.” Harry pointed to a small cube that was softly whis­per­ing “blor­ple… blor­ple… blor­ple”.
“Oh, the lit­tle fid­dly things?” said Dum­b­le­dore. “They came with the Head­mas­ter’s of­fice and I have ab­so­lutely no idea what most of them do. Al­though this dial with the eight hands counts the num­ber of, let’s call them sneezes, by left-handed witches within the bor­ders of France, you would not be­lieve how much work it took to nail that down. And this one with the golden wib­blers is my own in­ven­tion and Min­erva is never, ever go­ing to fig­ure out what it’s do­ing.”
Dum­b­le­dore took a step over to the ha­track while Harry was still pro­cess­ing this. “Here of course we have the Sort­ing Hat, I be­lieve the two of you have met. It told me that it was never again to be placed on your head un­der any cir­cum­stances. You’re only the four­teenth stu­dent in his­tory it’s said that about, Baba Yaga was an­other one and I’ll tell you about the other twelve when you’re older. This is an um­brella. This is an­other um­brella.” Dum­b­le­dore took an­other few steps and turned around, now smil­ing quite broadly. “And of course, most peo­ple who come to my of­fice want to see Fawkes.”
Dum­b­le­dore was stand­ing next to the bird on the golden plat­form.
Harry came over, rather puz­zled. “This is Fawkes?”
“Fawkes is a phoenix,” said Dum­b­le­dore. “Very rare, very pow­er­ful mag­i­cal crea­tures.”
“Ah…” Harry said. He low­ered his head and stared into the tiny, beady black eyes, which showed not the slight­est sign of power or in­tel­li­gence.
“Ahhh…” Harry said again.
He was pretty sure he recog­nised the shape of the bird. It was pretty hard to miss.
“Umm…”
Say some­thing in­tel­li­gent! Harry’s mind roared at it­self. Don’t just stand there sound­ing like a gib­ber­ing mo­ron!
Well what the heck am I sup­posed to say? Harry’s mind fired back.
Any­thing!
You mean, any­thing be­sides “Fawkes is a chicken” -
Yes! Any­thing but that!
“So, ah, what sort of magic do phoenixes do, then?”
“Their tears have the power to heal,” Dum­b­le­dore said. “They are crea­tures of fire, and move be­tween all places as eas­ily as fire may ex­tin­guish it­self in one place and be kin­dled in an­other. The tremen­dous strain of their in­nate magic ages their bod­ies quickly, and yet they are as close to undy­ing as any crea­ture that ex­ists in this world, for when­ever their bod­ies fail them they im­mo­late them­selves in a burst of fire and leave be­hind a hatch­ling, or some­times an egg.” Dum­b­le­dore came closer and in­spected the chicken, frown­ing. “Hm… look­ing a lit­tle peaky there, I’d say.”
By the time this state­ment reg­is­tered fully in Harry’s mind, the chicken was al­ready on fire.
The chicken’s beak opened, but it didn’t have time for so much as a sin­gle caw be­fore it be­gan to wither and char. The blaze was brief, in­tense, and en­tirely self-con­tained; there was no smell of burn­ing.
And then the fire died down only sec­onds af­ter it had be­gun, leav­ing be­hind a tiny, pa­thetic heap of ashes on the golden plat­form.
“Don’t look so hor­ri­fied, Harry!” said Dum­b­le­dore. “Fawkes hasn’t been hurt.” Dum­b­le­dore’s hand dipped into a pocket, and then the same hand sifted through the ashes and turned up a small yel­low­ish egg. “Look, here’s an egg!”
“Oh… wow… amaz­ing…”
“But now we re­ally should get on with things,” Dum­b­le­dore said. Leav­ing the egg be­hind in the ashes of the chicken, he re­turned to his throne and seated him­self. “It’s al­most time for din­ner, af­ter all, and we wouldn’t want to have to use our Time-Turn­ers.”
There was a vi­o­lent power strug­gle go­ing on in the Gov­ern­ment of Harry. Slytherin and Huf­flepuff had switched sides af­ter see­ing the Head­mas­ter of Hog­warts set fire to a chicken.
“Yes, things,” said Harry’s lips. “And then din­ner.”
You’re sound­ing like a gib­ber­ing mo­ron again ob­served Harry’s In­ter­nal Critic.
“Well,” Dum­b­le­dore said. “I fear I have a con­fes­sion to make, Harry. A con­fes­sion and an apol­ogy.”
“Apolo­gies are good” that doesn’t even make sense! What am I talk­ing about?
The old wiz­ard sighed deeply. “You may not still think so af­ter un­der­stand­ing what I have to say. I’m afraid, Harry, that I’ve been ma­nip­u­lat­ing you your en­tire life. It was I who con­signed you to the care of your wicked step­par­ents -”
“My step­par­ents aren’t wicked!” blurted Harry. “My par­ents, I mean!”
“They aren’t?” Dum­b­le­dore said, look­ing sur­prised and dis­ap­pointed. “Not even a lit­tle wicked? That doesn’t fit the pat­tern…”
Harry’s in­ner Slytherin screamed at the top of its men­tal lungs, SHUT UP YOU ID­IOT HE’LL TAKE YOU AWAY FROM THEM!
“No, no,” said Harry, lips frozen in a ghastly gri­mace, “I was just try­ing to spare your feel­ings, they’re ac­tu­ally very wicked…”
“They are?” Dum­b­le­dore leaned for­ward, gaz­ing at him in­tently. “What do they do?”
Talk fast “they, ah, I have to do dishes and wash prob­lems and they don’t let me read a lot of books and -”
“Ah, good, that’s good to hear,” said Dum­b­le­dore, lean­ing back again. He smiled in a sad sort of way. “I apol­o­gise for that, then. Now where was I? Ah, yes. I’m sorry to say, Harry, that I am re­spon­si­ble for vir­tu­ally ev­ery­thing bad that has ever hap­pened to you. I know that this will prob­a­bly make you very an­gry.”
“Yes, I’m very an­gry!” said Harry. “Grrr!”
Harry’s In­ter­nal Critic promptly awarded him the All-Time Award for the Worst Act­ing in the His­tory of Ever.
“And I just wanted you to know,” Dum­b­le­dore said, “I wanted to tell you as early as pos­si­ble, in case some­thing hap­pens to one of us later, that I am truly, truly sorry. For ev­ery­thing that has al­ready hap­pened, and ev­ery­thing that will.”
Mois­ture glis­tened in the old wiz­ard’s eyes.
“And I’m very an­gry!” said Harry. “So an­gry that I want to leave right now un­less you’ve got any­thing else to say!”
Just GO be­fore he sets you on fire! shrieked Slytherin, Huf­flepuff, and Gryffindor.
“I un­der­stand,” said Dum­b­le­dore. “One last thing then, Harry. You are not to at­tempt the for­bid­den door on the third-floor cor­ri­dor. There’s no pos­si­ble way you could get through all the traps, and I wouldn’t want to hear that you’d been hurt try­ing. Why, I doubt that you could so much as open the first door, since it’s locked and you don’t know the spell Alo­homora -”
Harry spun around and bolted for the exit at top speed, the door­knob turned agree­ably in his hand and then he was rac­ing down the spi­ral stairs even as they turned, his feet al­most stum­bling over them­selves, in just a mo­ment he was at the bot­tom and the gar­goyle was walk­ing aside and Harry fired out of the stair­well like a can­non­ball.

Harry Pot­ter.
There must have been some­thing about Harry Pot­ter.
It was Thurs­day for ev­ery­one, af­ter all, and yet this sort of thing didn’t seem to hap­pen to any­one else.
It was 6:21pm on Thurs­day af­ter­noon when Harry Pot­ter, fir­ing out of the stair­well like a can­non­ball and ac­cel­er­at­ing at top speed, ran di­rectly into Min­erva McG­o­na­gall as she was turn­ing a cor­ner on her way to the Head­mas­ter’s of­fice.
Thank­fully nei­ther of them were much hurt. As had been ex­plained to Harry a lit­tle ear­lier in the day - back when he was re­fus­ing to go any­where near a broom­stick again - Quid­ditch needed solid iron Bludgers just to stand a de­cent chance of in­jur­ing the play­ers, since wiz­ards tended to be a lot more re­sis­tant than Mug­gles to im­pacts.
Harry and Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall did both end up on the floor, and the parch­ments she had been car­ry­ing went all over the cor­ri­dor.
There was a ter­ri­ble, ter­ri­ble pause.
“Harry Pot­ter,” breathed Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall from where she was ly­ing on the floor right next to Harry. Her voice rose to nearly a shriek. “What were you do­ing in the Head­mas­ter’s of­fice?”
“Noth­ing!” squeaked Harry.
“Were you talk­ing about the De­fence Pro­fes­sor?”
“No! Dum­b­le­dore called me up there and he gave me this big rock and said it was my fa­ther’s and I should carry it ev­ery­where!”
There was an­other ter­ri­ble pause.
“I see,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, her voice a lit­tle calmer. She stood up, brushed her­self off, and glared at the scat­tered parch­ments, which jumped into a neat stack and scur­ried back against the cor­ri­dor wall as though to hide from her gaze. “My sym­pa­thies, Mr. Pot­ter, and I apol­o­gise for doubt­ing you.”
“Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall,” Harry said. His voice was wa­ver­ing. He pushed him­self off the floor, stood, and looked up at her trust­wor­thy, sane face. “Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall…”
“Yes, Mr. Pot­ter?”
“Do you think I should?” Harry said in a small voice. “Carry my fa­ther’s rock ev­ery­where?”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall sighed. “That is be­tween you and the Head­mas­ter, I’m afraid.” She hes­i­tated. “I will say that ig­nor­ing the Head­mas­ter com­pletely is al­most never wise. I am sorry to hear of your dilemma, Mr. Pot­ter, and if there’s any way I can help you with what­ever you de­cide to do -”
“Um,” Harry said. “Ac­tu­ally I was think­ing that once I know how, I could Trans­fig­ure the rock into a ring and wear it on my fin­ger. If you could teach me how to sus­tain a Trans­fig­u­ra­tion -”
“It is good that you asked me first,” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall said, her face grow­ing a bit stern. “If you lost con­trol of the Trans­fig­u­ra­tion the re­ver­sal would cut off your fin­ger and prob­a­bly rip your hand in half. And at your age, even a ring is too large a tar­get for you to sus­tain in­def­i­nitely with­out it be­ing a se­ri­ous drain on your magic. But I can have a ring forged for you with a set­ting for a jewel, a small jewel, in con­tact with your skin, and you can prac­tice sus­tain­ing a safe sub­ject, like a marsh­mal­low. When you have kept it up suc­cess­fully, even in your sleep, for a full month, I will al­low you to Trans­fig­ure, ah, your fa­ther’s rock…” Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s voice trailed off. “Did the Head­mas­ter re­ally -”
“Yes. Ah… um…”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall sighed. “That’s a bit strange even for him.” She stooped and picked up the stack of parch­ments. “I’m sorry about this, Mr. Pot­ter. I apol­o­gise again for mis­trust­ing you. But now it’s my own turn to see the Head­mas­ter.”
“Ah… good luck, I guess. Er…”
“Thank you, Mr. Pot­ter.”
“Um…”
Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall walked over to the gar­goyle, in­audi­bly spoke the pass­word, and stepped through into the re­volv­ing spi­ral stairs. She be­gan to rise out of sight, and the gar­goyle started back -
“Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall the Head­mas­ter set fire to a chicken!”
“He wha-”









Chap­ter 17. Dom­i­nance Hi­er­ar­chies

It was break­fast time on Fri­day morn­ing. Harry took an­other huge bite out of his toast and then tried to re­mind his brain that scarf­ing his break­fast wouldn’t ac­tu­ally get him into the dun­geons any faster. Any­way they had a full hour of study time be­tween break­fast and the start of Po­tions.
But dun­geons! In Hog­warts! Harry’s imag­i­na­tion was al­ready sketch­ing the chasms, nar­row bridges, torch­lit sconces, and patches of glow­ing moss. Would there be rats? Would there be drag­ons?
“Harry Pot­ter,” said a quiet voice from be­hind him.
Harry looked over his shoul­der and found him­self be­hold­ing Ernie Macmil­lan, smartly dressed in yel­low-trimmed robes and look­ing a lit­tle wor­ried.
“Neville thought I should warn you,” Ernie said in a low voice. “I think he’s right. Be care­ful of the Po­tions Mas­ter in our ses­sion to­day. The older Huf­flepuffs told us that Pro­fes­sor Snape can be re­ally nasty to peo­ple he doesn’t like, and he doesn’t like most peo­ple who aren’t Slytherins. If you say any­thing smart to him it… it could be re­ally bad for you, from what I’ve heard. Just keep your head down and don’t give him any rea­son to no­tice you.”
There was a pause as Harry pro­cessed this, and then he lifted his eye­brows. (Harry wished he could raise just one eye­brow, like Spock, but he’d never been able to man­age.) “Thanks,” Harry said. “You might’ve just saved me a lot of trou­ble.”
Ernie nod­ded, and turned to go back to the Huf­flepuff ta­ble.
Harry re­sumed eat­ing his toast.
It was around four bites af­ter­ward that some­one said “Par­don me,” and Harry turned around to see an older Raven­claw, look­ing a lit­tle wor­ried -
Some time later, Harry was fin­ish­ing up his third plate of rash­ers. (He’d learned to eat heav­ily at break­fast. He could al­ways eat lightly at lunch if he didn’t end up us­ing the Time-Turner.) And there was yet an­other voice from be­hind him say­ing “Harry?”
“Yes,” Harry said wearily, “I’ll try not to draw Pro­fes­sor Snape’s at­ten­tion -”
“Oh, that’s hope­less,” said Fred.
“Com­pletely hope­less,” said George.
“So we had the house elves bake you a cake,” said Fred.
“We’re go­ing to put one can­dle on it for ev­ery point you lose for Raven­claw,” said George.
“And have a party for you at the Gryffindor ta­ble dur­ing lunch,” said Fred.
“We hope that’ll cheer you up af­ter­ward,” fin­ished George.
Harry swal­lowed his last bite of rasher and turned around. “All right,” said Harry. “I wasn’t go­ing to ask this af­ter Pro­fes­sor Binns, I re­ally wasn’t, but if Pro­fes­sor Snape is that aw­ful why hasn’t he been fired?”
“Fired?” said Fred.
“You mean, let go?” said George.
“Yes,” Harry said. “It’s what you do to bad teach­ers. You fire them. Then you hire a bet­ter teacher in­stead. You don’t have unions or ten­ure here, right?”
Fred and George were frown­ing in much the same way that hunter-gath­erer tribal el­ders might frown if you tried to tell them about cal­cu­lus.
“I don’t know,” said Fred af­ter a while. “I never thought about that.”
“Me nei­ther,” said George.
“Yeah,” said Harry, “I get that a lot. See you at lunch, guys, and don’t blame me if there aren’t any can­dles on that cake.”
Fred and George both laughed, as if Harry had said some­thing funny, and bowed to him and headed back to­ward Gryffindor.
Harry turned back to the break­fast ta­ble and grabbed a cup­cake. His stom­ach al­ready felt full, but he had a feel­ing this morn­ing might use a lot of calo­ries.
As he ate his cup­cake, Harry thought of the worst teacher he’d met so far, Pro­fes­sor Binns of His­tory. Pro­fes­sor Binns was a ghost. From what Hermione had said about ghosts, it didn’t seem likely that they were fully self-aware. There were no fa­mous dis­cov­er­ies made by ghosts, or much of any orig­i­nal work, no mat­ter who they’d been in life. Ghosts tended to have trou­ble re­mem­ber­ing the cur­rent cen­tury. Hermione had said they were like ac­ci­den­tal por­traits, im­pressed into the sur­round­ing mat­ter by a burst of psy­chic en­ergy ac­com­pa­ny­ing a wiz­ard’s sud­den death.
Harry had run into some stupid teach­ers dur­ing his abortive for­ays into stan­dard Mug­gle ed­u­ca­tion - his fa­ther had been a lot pick­ier when it came to se­lect­ing grad stu­dents as tu­tors, of course - but His­tory class was the first time he’d en­coun­tered a teacher who lit­er­ally wasn’t sen­tient.
And it showed, too. Harry had given up af­ter five min­utes and started read­ing a text­book. When it be­came clear that “Pro­fes­sor Binns” wasn’t go­ing to ob­ject, Harry had also reached into his pouch and got­ten earplugs.
Did ghosts not re­quire a salary? Was that it? Or was it lit­er­ally im­pos­si­ble to fire any­one in Hog­warts even if they died?
Now it seemed that Pro­fes­sor Snape was go­ing about be­ing ab­so­lutely aw­ful to ev­ery­one who wasn’t a Slytherin and it hadn’t even oc­curred to any­one to ter­mi­nate his con­tract.
And the Head­mas­ter had set fire to a chicken.
“Ex­cuse me,” came a wor­ried voice from be­hind him.
“I swear,” Harry said with­out turn­ing around, “this place is al­most eight and a half per­cent as bad as what Dad says about Ox­ford.”

Harry stamped down the stone cor­ri­dors, look­ing af­fronted, an­noyed, and in­fu­ri­ated all at once.
“Dun­geons!” Harry hissed. “Dun­geons!  These are not dun­geons! This is a base­ment! A base­ment!”
Some of the Raven­claw girls gave him odd looks. The boys were all used to him by now.
It seemed that the level in which the Po­tions class­room was lo­cated was called the “dun­geons” for no bet­ter rea­son than that it was be­low ground and slightly colder than the main cas­tle.
In Hog­warts! In Hog­warts! Harry had been wait­ing his whole life and now he was still wait­ing and if there was any­where on the face of the Earth that had de­cent dun­geons it ought to be Hog­warts! Was Harry go­ing to have to build his own cas­tle if he wanted to see one lit­tle bot­tom­less abyss?
A short time later they got to the ac­tual Po­tions class­room and Harry cheered up con­sid­er­ably.
The Po­tions class­room had strange pre­served crea­tures float­ing in huge jars on shelves that cov­ered ev­ery cen­time­ter of wall space be­tween the clos­ets. Harry had got­ten far enough along in his read­ing now that he could ac­tu­ally iden­tify some of the crea­tures, like the Zabriskan Fontema. Al­beit the fifty-cen­time­ter spi­der looked like an Acro­man­tula but it was too small to be one. He’d tried ask­ing Hermione, but she hadn’t seemed very in­ter­ested in look­ing any­where near where he was point­ing.
Harry was look­ing at a large dust ball with eyes and feet when the as­sas­sin swept into the room.
That was the first thought that crossed Harry’s mind when he saw Pro­fes­sor Severus Snape. There was some­thing quiet and deadly about the way the man stalked be­tween the chil­dren’s desks. His robes were un­kempt, his hair spot­ted and greasy. There was some­thing about him that seemed rem­i­nis­cent of Lu­cius, al­though the two of them looked noth­ing re­motely alike, and you got the im­pres­sion that where Lu­cius would kill you with flaw­less el­e­gance, this man would sim­ply kill you.
“Sit down,” said Pro­fes­sor Severus Snape. “Now.”
Harry and a few other chil­dren who had been stand­ing around talk­ing to each other scram­bled for desks. Harry had planned on end­ing up next to Hermione but some­how he found him­self sit­ting down in the near­est empty desk next to Justin Finch-Fletch­ley (it was a Dou­bles ses­sion, Raven­claw and Huf­flepuff) which put him two desks to the left of Hermione.
Severus seated him­self be­hind the teacher’s desk, and with­out the slight­est tran­si­tion or in­tro­duc­tion, said, “Han­nah Ab­bott.”
“Here,” said Han­nah in a some­what trem­bling voice.
“Su­san Bones.”
“Present.”
And so it went, no one dar­ing to say a word in edge­wise, un­til:
“Ah, yes. Harry Pot­ter. Our new… celebrity.”
“The celebrity is present, sir.”
Half the class flinched, and some of the smarter ones sud­denly looked like they wanted to run out the door while the class­room was still there.
Severus smiled in an an­tic­i­pa­tory sort of way and called the next name on his list.
Harry gave a men­tal sigh. That had hap­pened way too fast for him to do any­thing about it. Oh well. Clearly this man al­ready didn’t like him, for what­ever rea­son. And when Harry thought about it, bet­ter by far that this Po­tions pro­fes­sor should pick on him rather than, say, Neville or Hermione. Harry was a lot bet­ter able to de­fend him­self. Yep, prob­a­bly all for the best.
When full at­ten­dance had been taken, Severus swept his gaze over the full class. His eyes were as empty as a night sky with­out stars.
“You are here,” Severus said in a quiet voice which the stu­dents at back strained to hear, “to learn the sub­tle sci­ence and ex­act art of po­tion­mak­ing. As there is lit­tle fool­ish wand-wav­ing here, many of you will hardly be­lieve this is magic. I don’t ex­pect you will re­ally un­der­stand the beauty of the softly sim­mer­ing caul­dron with its shim­mer­ing fumes, the del­i­cate power of liq­uids that creep through hu­man veins,” this in a rather ca­ress­ing, gloat­ing tone, “be­witch­ing the mind, en­snar­ing the senses,” this was just get­ting creepier and creepier. “I can teach you how to bot­tle fame, brew glory, even stop­per death - if you aren’t as great a pack of fools as I usu­ally have to teach.”
Severus some­how seemed to no­tice the look of skep­ti­cism on Harry’s face, or at least his eyes sud­denly jumped to where Harry was sit­ting.
“Pot­ter!” snapped the Po­tions pro­fes­sor. “What would I get if I added pow­dered root of as­pho­del to an in­fu­sion of worm­wood?”
Harry blinked. “Was that in Mag­i­cal Drafts and Po­tions?” he said. “I just fin­ished read­ing it, and I don’t re­mem­ber any­thing which used worm­wood -”
Hermione’s hand went up and Harry shot her a glare which caused her to raise her hand even higher.
“Tut, tut,” Severus said silk­ily. “Fame clearly isn’t ev­ery­thing.”
“Re­ally?” Harry said. “But you just told us you’d teach us how to bot­tle fame. Say, how does that work, ex­actly? You drink it and turn into a celebrity?”
Three-quar­ters of the class flinched.
Hermione’s hand was drop­ping slowly back down. Well, that wasn’t sur­pris­ing. She might be his ri­val, but she wasn’t the sort of girl who would play along af­ter it be­came clear that the pro­fes­sor was de­lib­er­ately try­ing to hu­mil­i­ate him.
Harry was try­ing hard to keep con­trol of his tem­per. The first re­join­der that had crossed his mind was ‘Abra­cadabra’.
“Let’s try again,” said Severus. “Pot­ter, where would you look if I told you to find me a be­zoar?”
“That’s not in the text­book ei­ther,” Harry said, “but in one Mug­gle book I read that a trichi­nobe­zoar is a mass of so­lid­i­fied hair found in a hu­man stom­ach, and Mug­gles used to be­lieve it would cure any poi­son -”
“Wrong,” Severus said. “A be­zoar is found in the stom­ach of a goat, it is not made of hair, and it will cure most poi­sons but not all.”
“I didn’t say it would, I said that was what I read in one Mug­gle book -”
“No one here is in­ter­ested in your pa­thetic Mug­gle books. Fi­nal try. What is the dif­fer­ence, Pot­ter, be­tween monks­blood and wolfs­bane?”
That did it.
“You know,” Harry said icily, “in one of my quite fas­ci­nat­ing Mug­gle books, they de­scribe a study in which peo­ple man­aged to make them­selves look very smart by ask­ing ques­tions about ran­dom facts that only they knew. Ap­par­ently the on­look­ers only no­ticed that the askers knew and the an­swer­ers didn’t, and failed to ad­just for the un­fair­ness of the un­der­ly­ing game. So, Pro­fes­sor, can you tell me how many elec­trons are in the out­er­most or­bital of a car­bon atom?”
Severus’s smile widened. “Four,” he said. “It is a use­less fact which no one should bother writ­ing down, how­ever. And for your in­for­ma­tion, Pot­ter, as­pho­del and worm­wood make a sleep­ing po­tion so pow­er­ful it is known as the Draught of Liv­ing Death. As for monks­hood and wolfs­bane, they are the same plant, which also goes by the name of aconite, as you would know if you had read One Thou­sand Mag­i­cal Herbs and Fungi. Thought you didn’t need to open the book be­fore com­ing, eh, Pot­ter? All the rest of you should be copy­ing that down so that you will not be as ig­no­rant as him.” Severus paused, look­ing quite pleased with him­self. “And that will be… five points? No, let us make it an even ten points from Raven­claw for backchat.”
Hermione gasped, along with a num­ber of oth­ers.
“Pro­fes­sor Severus Snape,” Harry bit out. “I know of noth­ing which I have done to earn your en­mity. If there is some prob­lem you have with me which I do not know about, I sug­gest we -”
“Shut up, Pot­ter. Ten more points from Raven­claw. The rest of you, open your books to page 3.”
There was only a slight, only a very faint burn­ing sen­sa­tion in the back of Harry’s throat, and no mois­ture at all in his eyes. If cry­ing was not an ef­fec­tive strat­egy for de­stroy­ing this Po­tions pro­fes­sor then there was no point in cry­ing.
Slowly, Harry sat up very straight. All his blood seemed to have been drained away and re­placed with liq­uid ni­tro­gen. He knew he’d been try­ing to keep his tem­per but he couldn’t seem to re­mem­ber why.
“Harry,” whis­pered Hermione fran­ti­cally from two desks over, “stop, please, it’s all right, we won’t count it -”
“Talk­ing in class, Granger? Three -”
“So,” said a voice colder than zero Kelvin, “how does one go about fil­ing a for­mal com­plaint against an abu­sive pro­fes­sor? Does one talk to the Deputy Head­mistress, write a let­ter to the Board of Gov­er­nors… would you care to ex­plain how it works?”
The class was ut­terly frozen.
“De­ten­tion for one month, Pot­ter,” Severus said, smil­ing even more broadly.
“I de­cline to rec­og­nize your au­thor­ity as a teacher and I will not serve any de­ten­tion you give.”
Peo­ple stopped breath­ing.
Severus’s smile van­ished. “Then you will be -” his voice stopped short.
“Ex­pelled, were you about to say?” Harry, on the other hand, was now smil­ing thinly. “But then you seemed to doubt your abil­ity to carry out the threat, or fear the con­se­quences if you did. I, on the other hand, nei­ther doubt nor fear the prospect of find­ing a school with less abu­sive pro­fes­sors. Or per­haps I should hire pri­vate tu­tors, as is my ac­cus­tomed prac­tice, and be taught at my full learn­ing speed. I have enough money in my vault. Some­thing about boun­ties on a Dark Lord I de­feated. But there are teach­ers at Hog­warts who I rather like, so I think it will be eas­ier if I find some way to get rid of you in­stead.”
“Get rid of me?” Severus said, now also smil­ing thinly. “What an amus­ing con­ceit. How do you sup­pose you will do that, Pot­ter?”
“I un­der­stand there have been a num­ber of com­plaints about you from stu­dents and their par­ents,” a guess but a safe one, “which leaves only the ques­tion of why you’re not al­ready gone. Is Hog­warts too fi­nan­cially strapped to af­ford a real Po­tions pro­fes­sor? I could chip in, if so. I’m sure they could find a bet­ter class of teacher if they of­fered dou­ble your cur­rent salary.”
Two poles of ice ra­di­ated freez­ing win­ter across the class­room.
“You will find,” Severus said softly, “that the Board of Gov­ern­ers is not the slight­est bit sym­pa­thetic to your of­fer.”
“Lu­cius…” Harry said. “That’s why you’re still here. Per­haps I should chat with Lu­cius about that. I be­lieve he de­sires to meet with me. I won­der if I have any­thing he wants?”
Hermione fran­ti­cally shook her head. Harry no­ticed out of the cor­ner of his eye, but his at­ten­tion was all on Severus.
“You are a very fool­ish boy,” Severus said. He wasn’t smil­ing at all, now. “You have noth­ing that Lu­cius val­ues more than my friend­ship. And if you did, I have other al­lies.” His voice grew hard. “And I find it in­creas­ingly un­likely that you were not Sorted into Slytherin. How was it that you man­aged to stay out of my House? Ah, yes, be­cause the Sort­ing Hat claimed it was jok­ing. For the first time in recorded his­tory. What were you re­ally chat­ting about with the Sort­ing Hat, Pot­ter? Did you have some­thing that it wanted?”
Harry stared into Severus’s cold gaze and re­mem­bered that the Sort­ing Hat had warned him not to meet any­one’s eyes while think­ing about - Harry dropped his gaze to Severus’s desk.
“You seem oddly re­luc­tant to look me in the eyes, Pot­ter!”
A shock of sud­den un­der­stand­ing - “So it was you the Sort­ing Hat was warn­ing me about!”
“What?” said Severus’s voice, sound­ing gen­uinely sur­prised, though of course Harry didn’t look at his face.
Harry got up out of his desk.
“Sit down, Pot­ter,” said an an­gry voice from some­where he wasn’t look­ing.
Harry ig­nored it, and looked around the class­room. “I have no in­ten­tion of let­ting one un­pro­fes­sional teacher ruin my time at Hog­warts,” Harry said with deadly calm. “I think I’ll take my leave of this class, and ei­ther hire a tu­tor to teach me Po­tions while I’m here, or if the Board is re­ally that locked up, learn over the sum­mer. If any of you de­cide that you don’t care to be bul­lied by this man, my ses­sions will be open to you.”
“Sit down, Pot­ter!”
Harry strode across the room and grasped the door­knob.
It didn’t turn.
Harry slowly turned around, and caught a glimpse of Severus smil­ing nas­tily be­fore he re­mem­bered to look away.
“Open this door.”
“No,” said Severus.
“You are mak­ing me feel threat­ened,” said a voice so icy it didn’t sound like Harry’s at all, “and that is a mis­take.”
Severus’s voice laughed. “What do you in­tend to do about it, lit­tle boy?”
Harry took six long strides for­ward away from the door, un­til he was stand­ing near the back row of desks.
Then Harry drew him­self up­right and raised his right hand in one ter­ri­ble mo­tion, fin­gers poised to snap.
Neville screamed and dived un­der his desk. Other chil­dren shrank back or in­stinc­tively raised their arms to shield them­selves.
“Harry don’t!” shrieked Hermione. “What­ever you were go­ing to do to him, don’t do it!”
“Have you all gone mad?” barked Severus’s voice.
Slowly, Harry low­ered his hand. “I wasn’t go­ing to hurt him, Hermione,” Harry said, his voice a lit­tle lower. “I was just go­ing to blow up the door.”
Though now that Harry re­mem­bered it, you weren’t sup­posed to Trans­fig­ure things that were to be burned, which meant that go­ing back in time af­ter­ward and get­ting Fred or George to Trans­fig­ure some care­fully mea­sured amount of ex­plo­sives might not ac­tu­ally have been such a good idea…
“Si­len­cio,” said Severus’s voice.
Harry tried to say “What?” and found that no sound was com­ing out.
“This has be­come ridicu­lous. I think you’ve been al­lowed to get your­self in enough trou­ble for one day, Pot­ter. You are the most dis­rup­tive and un­ruly stu­dent I have ever seen, and I don’t re­call how many points Raven­claw has right now, but I’m sure I can man­age to wipe them all out. Ten points from Raven­claw. Ten points from Raven­claw. Ten points from Raven­claw! Fifty points from Raven­claw! Now sit down and watch the rest of the class take their les­son!”
Harry put his hand into his pouch and tried to say ‘marker’ but of course no words came out. For one brief mo­ment that stopped him; and then it oc­curred to Harry to spell out M-A-R-K-E-R us­ing fin­ger mo­tions, which worked. P-A-D and he had a pad of pa­per. Harry strode over to an empty desk, not the one he’d orig­i­nally sat down in, and scrawled a brief mes­sage. He tore off that sheet of pa­per, put away the marker and pad in a pocket of his robes for quicker ac­cess, and held up his mes­sage, not to Snape, but to the rest of the class.
I’M LEAV­ING
DOES ANY­ONE ELSE
NEED TO GET OUT?
“You’re in­sane, Pot­ter,” Severus said with cold con­tempt.
Aside from that, no one spoke.
Harry swept an ironic bow to the teacher’s desk, walked over to the wall, and with one smooth mo­tion yanked open a closet door, stepped in, and slammed the door shut be­hind him.
There was the muf­fled sound of some­one snap­ping his fin­gers, and then noth­ing.
In the class­room, stu­dents looked at each other in puz­zle­ment and fear.
The Po­tions Mas­ter’s face was now com­pletely en­raged. He crossed the room in ter­ri­ble strides and yanked open the closet door.
The closet was empty.

One hour ear­lier, Harry lis­tened from in­side the closed closet. There was no sound from out­side, and no point in tak­ing risks ei­ther.
C-L-O-A-K, his fin­gers spelled out.
Once he was in­vis­i­ble, he very care­fully and slowly cracked open the closet door and peeked out. No one seemed to be in the class­room.
The door wasn’t locked.
It was when Harry was out­side the dan­ger­ous place and in­side the hall­way, safely in­vis­i­ble, that some of the anger drained away and he re­al­ized what he’d just done.
What he’d just done.
Harry’s in­vis­i­ble face was frozen in ab­so­lute hor­ror.
He’d an­tag­o­nized a teacher three or­ders of mag­ni­tude be­yond any­thing he’d ever man­aged be­fore. He’d threat­ened to walk out of Hog­warts and might have to fol­low through on it. He’d lost all the points Raven­claw had and then he’d used the Time-Turner…
His imag­i­na­tion showed him his par­ents yelling at him af­ter he was ex­pelled, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall dis­ap­pointed in him, and it was just too painful and he couldn’t bear it and he couldn’t think of any way to save him­self -
The thought that Harry al­lowed him­self to think was that if get­ting an­gry had got­ten him into all this trou­ble, then maybe when he was an­gry he’d think of a way out, things seemed clearer some­how when he was an­gry.
And the thought that Harry didn’t let him­self think was that he just couldn’t face this fu­ture if he wasn’t an­gry.
So he cast his thoughts back and re­mem­bered the burn­ing hu­mil­i­a­tion -
Tut, tut. Fame clearly isn’t ev­ery­thing.
Ten points from Raven­claw for backchat.
The calm­ing cold washed back through his veins like a wave re­flected and re­turn­ing from some breaker, and Harry let out his breath.
Okay. Back to be­ing sane now.
He was ac­tu­ally feel­ing a bit dis­ap­pointed in his non-an­gry self for col­laps­ing like that and want­ing only to get out of trou­ble. Pro­fes­sor Severus Snape was ev­ery­one’s prob­lem. Nor­mal-Harry had for­got­ten that and wished for a way to pro­tect him­self. And let all the other vic­tims go hang? The ques­tion wasn’t how to pro­tect him­self, the ques­tion was how to de­stroy this Po­tions pro­fes­sor.
So this is my dark side, is it? Bit of a prej­u­diced term that, my light side seems more self­ish and cow­ardly, not to men­tion con­fused and pan­icky.
And now that he was think­ing clearly, it was equally clear what to do next. He’d al­ready given him­self an ex­tra hour to pre­pare, and could get up to five hours more if re­quired…

Min­erva McG­o­na­gall waited in the Head­mas­ter’s of­fice.
Dum­b­le­dore sat in his padded throne be­hind his desk, dressed in four lay­ers of for­mal laven­der robes. Min­erva sat in a chair be­fore him, op­po­site Severus in an­other chair. Fac­ing the three of them was an empty wooden stool.
They were wait­ing for Harry Pot­ter.
Harry, Min­erva thought de­spair­ingly, you promised you wouldn’t bite any teach­ers!
And in her mind she could see very clearly the re­ply, Harry’s an­gry face and his out­raged re­sponse: I said I wouldn’t bite any­one who didn’t bite me first!
There was a knock at the door.
“Come in!” Dum­b­le­dore called.
The door swept open, and Harry Pot­ter en­tered. Min­erva al­most gasped out loud. The boy looked cool, col­lected, and ut­terly in con­trol of him­self.
“Good mor-” Harry’s voice sud­denly cut off. His jaw dropped.
Min­erva tracked Harry’s gaze, and she saw that Harry was star­ing at Fawkes where the phoenix sat on its golden perch. Fawkes flut­tered his bright red-golden wings like the flick­er­ing of a flame, and dipped his head in a mea­sured nod to the boy.
Harry turned to stare at Dum­b­le­dore.
Dum­b­le­dore winked at him.
Min­erva felt she was miss­ing some­thing.
Sud­den un­cer­tainty crossed Harry’s face. His cool­ness wa­vered. Fear showed in his eyes, then anger, and then the boy was calm again.
A chill went down Min­erva’s spine. Some­thing was not right here.
“Please sit down,” said Dum­b­le­dore. His face was now se­ri­ous once more.
Harry sat.
“So, Harry,” said Dum­b­le­dore. “I’ve heard one re­port of this day from Pro­fes­sor Snape. Would you care to tell me what hap­pened in your own words?”
Harry’s gaze flicked dis­mis­sively to Severus. “It’s not com­pli­cated,” said the boy, smil­ing thinly. “He tried bul­ly­ing me the way he’s been bul­ly­ing ev­ery non-Slytherin in the school since the day Lu­cius foisted him off on you. As for the other de­tails, I re­quest a pri­vate con­ver­sa­tion with you con­cern­ing them. A stu­dent who is re­port­ing abu­sive be­hav­ior from a pro­fes­sor can hardly be ex­pected to speak frankly in front of that same pro­fes­sor, af­ter all.”
This time Min­erva couldn’t stop her­self from gasp­ing out loud.
Severus sim­ply laughed.
And the Head­mas­ter’s face grew grave. “Mr. Pot­ter,” the Head­mas­ter said, “one does not speak of a Hog­warts pro­fes­sor in such terms. I fear that you la­bor un­der a ter­ri­ble mis­ap­pre­hen­sion. Pro­fes­sor Severus Snape has my fullest con­fi­dence, and serves Hog­warts at my own be­hest, not Lu­cius Mal­foy’s.”
There was si­lence for a few mo­ments.
When the boy spoke again his voice was icy. “Am I miss­ing some­thing here?”
“Quite a num­ber of things, Mr. Pot­ter,” said the Head­mas­ter. “You should un­der­stand, to start with, that the pur­pose of this meet­ing is to dis­cuss how to dis­ci­pline you for the events of this morn­ing.”
“This man has ter­ror­ized your school for years. I spoke to stu­dents and col­lected sto­ries to make sure there would be enough for a news­pa­per cam­paign to rally the par­ents against him. Some of the younger stu­dents cried while they told me. I al­most cried when I heard them! You al­lowed this abuser to run free? You did this to your stu­dents? Why?”
Min­erva swal­lowed a lump in her throat. She’d - thought that, some­times, but some­how she’d never quite -
“Mr. Pot­ter,” said the Head­mas­ter, his voice now stern, “this meet­ing is not about Pro­fes­sor Snape. It is about you and your dis­re­gard for school dis­ci­pline. Pro­fes­sor Snape has sug­gested, and I have agreed, that three full months of de­ten­tion will be ap­pro­pri­ate -”
“De­clined,” Harry said icily.
Min­erva was speech­less.
“This is not a re­quest, Mr. Pot­ter,” the Head­mas­ter said. The full, en­tire force of the wiz­ard’s gaze was turned on the boy. “This is your pun­ishme-”
“You will ex­plain to me why you al­lowed this man to hurt the chil­dren placed in your care, and if your ex­pla­na­tion is not suf­fi­cient then I will be­gin my news­pa­per cam­paign with you as the tar­get.”
Min­erva’s body swayed with the force of that blow, with the sheer raw lese ma­jeste.
Even Severus looked shocked.
“That, Harry, would be most ex­tremely un­wise,” Dum­b­le­dore said slowly. “I am the pri­mary piece op­pos­ing Lu­cius on the game­board. For you to do such a thing would strengthen him greatly, and I did not think that was your cho­sen side.”
The boy was still for a long mo­ment.
“This con­ver­sa­tion grows pri­vate,” Harry said. His hand flicked in Severus’s di­rec­tion. “Send him away.”
Dum­b­le­dore shook his head. “Harry, did I not tell you that Severus Snape has my fullest con­fi­dence?”
The boy’s face showed the shock of it. “This man’s bul­ly­ing makes you vul­ner­a­ble! I am not the only one who could start a news­pa­per cam­paign against you! This is in­sane! Why are you do­ing this?”
Dum­b­le­dore sighed. “I’m sorry, Harry. It has to do with things that you are not, at this time, ready to hear.”
The boy stared at Dum­b­le­dore. Then he turned to look at Severus. Then back to Dum­b­le­dore again.
“It is in­san­ity,” the boy said slowly. “You haven’t reined him in be­cause you think he’s part of the pat­tern. That Hog­warts needs an evil Po­tions Mas­ter to be a proper mag­i­cal school, just as it needs a ghost to teach His­tory.”
“That does sound like the sort of thing I would do, doesn’t it?” said Dum­b­le­dore, smil­ing.
“Un­ac­cept­able,” Harry said flatly. His gaze was now cold and dark. “I will not tol­er­ate bul­ly­ing or abuse. I had con­sid­ered many pos­si­ble ways of deal­ing with this prob­lem, but I will make it sim­ple. Ei­ther this man goes, or I do.”
Min­erva gasped again. Some­thing strange flick­ered in Severus’s eyes.
Now Dum­b­le­dore’s gaze was also grow­ing cold. “Ex­pul­sion, Mr. Pot­ter, is the fi­nal threat which may be used against a stu­dent. It is not cus­tom­ar­ily used as a threat by stu­dents against the Head­mas­ter. This is the best mag­i­cal school in the en­tire world, and an ed­u­ca­tion here is not an op­por­tu­nity given to ev­ery­one. Are you un­der the im­pres­sion that Hog­warts can­not get along with­out you?”
And Harry sat there, smil­ing thinly.
Sud­den hor­ror dawned on Min­erva. Surely Harry wouldn’t -
“You for­get,” Harry said, “that you’re not the only one who can see pat­terns. This grows pri­vate. Now send him -” Harry flicked a hand at Severus again, and then stopped in mid-sen­tence and mid-ges­ture.
Min­erva could see it on Harry’s face, the mo­ment when he re­mem­bered.
She’d told him, af­ter all.
“Mr. Pot­ter,” said the Head­mas­ter, “once again, Severus Snape has my fullest con­fi­dence.”
“You told him,” whis­pered the boy. “You ut­ter fool.”
Dum­b­le­dore didn’t re­act to the in­sult. “Told him what?”
“That the Dark Lord is alive.”
“What in Mer­lin’s name are you on about, Pot­ter?” cried Severus in tones of sheer as­ton­ish­ment and out­rage.
Harry glanced briefly at him, smil­ing grimly. “Oh, so we are a Slytherin, then,” Harry said. “I was start­ing to won­der.”
And then there was si­lence.
Fi­nally Dum­b­le­dore spoke. His voice was mild. “Harry, what are you talk­ing about?”
“I’m sorry, Al­bus,” Min­erva whis­pered.
Severus and Dum­b­le­dore turned to look at her.
“Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall didn’t tell me,” said Harry’s voice, swiftly and less calm than it had been. “I guessed. I told you, I can see the pat­terns too. I guessed, and she con­trolled her re­ac­tion just as Severus did. But her con­trol fell a shade short of per­fec­tion, and I could tell it was con­trol, not gen­uine.”
“And I told him,” said Min­erva, her voice trem­bling a lit­tle, “that you, and I, and Severus were the only ones who knew.”
“Which she did as a con­ces­sion to pre­vent me from sim­ply go­ing around ask­ing ques­tions, as I threat­ened to do if she didn’t talk,” Harry said. The boy chuck­led briefly. “I re­ally should have got­ten one of you alone and told you that she told me ev­ery­thing, to see if you let any­thing slip. Prob­a­bly wouldn’t have worked, but would have been worth a shot.” The boy smiled again. “Threat’s still on the ta­ble and I do ex­pect to be briefed fully at some point.”
Severus was giv­ing her a look of ut­ter con­tempt. Min­erva raised her chin and bore it. She knew it was de­served.
Dum­b­le­dore leaned back in his padded throne. His eyes were as cold as any­thing Min­erva had seen from him since the day his brother died. “And you threaten to aban­don us to Volde­mort if we do not com­ply with your wishes.”
Harry’s voice was ra­zor-sharp. “I re­gret to in­form you that you are not the cen­ter of the uni­verse. I’m not threat­en­ing to walk out on mag­i­cal Britain. I’m threat­en­ing to walk out on you. I am not a meek lit­tle Frodo. This is my quest and if you want in you will play by my rules.”
Dum­b­le­dore’s face was still cold. “I am be­gin­ning to doubt your suit­abil­ity as the hero, Mr. Pot­ter.”
Harry’s re­turn gaze was equally icy. “I am be­gin­ning to doubt your suit­abil­ity as my Gan­dalf, Mr. Dum­b­le­dore. Boromir was at least a plau­si­ble mis­take. What is this Nazgul do­ing in my Fel­low­ship?”
Min­erva was com­pletely lost. She looked at Severus, to see if he was fol­low­ing this, and she saw that Severus had turned his face away from Harry’s field of vi­sion and was smil­ing.
“I sup­pose,” Dum­b­le­dore said slowly, “that from your per­spec­tive it is a rea­son­able ques­tion. So, Mr. Pot­ter, if Pro­fes­sor Snape is to leave you alone hence­forth, will that be the last time this is­sue arises, or will I find you here ev­ery week with a new de­mand?”
“Leave me alone?” Harry’s voice was out­raged. “I am not his only vic­tim and cer­tainly not the most vul­ner­a­ble! Have you for­got­ten how de­fense­less chil­dren are? How much they hurt? Hence­forth Severus will treat ev­ery stu­dent of Hog­warts with ap­pro­pri­ate and pro­fes­sional cour­tesy, or you will find an­other Po­tions Mas­ter, or you will find an­other hero!”
Dum­b­le­dore started laugh­ing. Full-throated, warm, hu­mor­ous laugh­ter, as if Harry had just per­formed a comic dance in front of him.
Min­erva didn’t dare move. Her eyes flick­ered and she saw that Severus was equally mo­tion­less.
Harry’s vis­age grew even colder. “You mis­take me, Head­mas­ter, if you think that this is a joke. This is not a re­quest. This is your pun­ish­ment.”
“Mr. Pot­ter -” Min­erva said. She didn’t even know what she was go­ing to say. She sim­ply couldn’t let that go by.
Harry made a shush­ing ges­ture at her and con­tin­ued to speak to Dum­b­le­dore. “And if that seems im­po­lite to you,” Harry said, his voice now a lit­tle less hard, “it seemed no less im­po­lite when you said it to me. You would not say such a thing to any­one who you con­sid­ered a real hu­man be­ing in­stead of a sub­or­di­nate child, and I will treat you with just the same cour­tesy as you treat me -”
“Oh, in­deed, in very deed, this is my pun­ish­ment if ever there was one! Of course you’re in here black­mail­ing me to save your fel­low stu­dents, not to save your­self! I can’t imag­ine why I would have thought oth­er­wise!” Dum­b­le­dore was now laugh­ing even harder. He pounded his fist on the desk three times.
Harry’s gaze grew un­cer­tain. His face turned to­ward her, ad­dress­ing her for the first time. “Ex­cuse me,” Harry said. His voice seemed to be wa­ver­ing. “Does he need to take his med­i­ca­tion or some­thing?”
“Ah…” Min­erva had no idea what she could pos­si­bly say.
“Well,” said Dum­b­le­dore. He wiped away tears that had formed in his eyes. “Par­don me. I’m sorry for the in­ter­rup­tion. Please con­tinue with the black­mail.”
Harry opened his mouth, then closed it again. He now seemed a lit­tle un­steady. “Ah… he’s also to stop read­ing stu­dents’ minds.”
“Min­erva,” Severus said, his voice deadly, “you -”
“Sort­ing Hat warned me,” said Harry.
“What?”
“Can’t say any­thing else. Any­way I think that’s it. I’m done.”
Si­lence.
“Now what?” Min­erva said, when it be­came ap­par­ent that no one else was go­ing to say any­thing.
“Now what?” Dum­b­le­dore echoed. “Why, now the hero wins, of course.”
“What?” said Severus, Min­erva, and Harry.
“Well, he cer­tainly seems to have backed us into a cor­ner,” Dum­b­le­dore said, smil­ing hap­pily. “But Hog­warts does need an evil Po­tions Mas­ter, or it just wouldn’t be a proper mag­i­cal school, now would it? So how about if Pro­fes­sor Snape is only aw­ful to­ward stu­dents in their fifth year and higher?”
“What?” said all three of them again.
“If it’s the most vul­ner­a­ble vic­tims about whom you’re con­cerned. Maybe you’re right, Harry. Maybe I have for­got­ten over the decades what it’s like to be a child. So let’s com­pro­mise. Severus will con­tinue to un­fairly award points to Slytherin and im­pose lax dis­ci­pline on his House, and he will be aw­ful to non-Slytherin stu­dents in their fifth year and higher. To oth­ers he will be scary, but not abu­sive. He will prom­ise to only read minds when the safety of a stu­dent re­quires it. Hog­warts will have its evil Po­tions Mas­ter, and the most vul­ner­a­ble vic­tims, as you put it, will be safe.”
Min­erva McG­o­na­gall was as shocked as she’d ever been in her life. She glanced un­cer­tainly at Severus, whose face had been left com­pletely neu­tral, as though he couldn’t de­cide what sort of ex­pres­sion he ought to be wear­ing.
“I sup­pose that is ac­cept­able,” Harry said. His voice sounded a bit odd.
“You can’t be se­ri­ous,” Severus said, his voice as ex­pres­sion­less as his face.
“I am very much in fa­vor of this,” Min­erva said slowly. She was so much in fa­vor that her heart was pound­ing wildly be­neath her robes. “But what could we pos­si­bly tell the stu­dents? They might not have ques­tioned this while Severus was… be­ing aw­ful to ev­ery­one, but -”
“Harry can tell the other stu­dents that he dis­cov­ered a ter­ri­ble se­cret of Severus’s and did a bit of black­mail,” said Dum­b­le­dore. “It’s true, af­ter all; he dis­cov­ered that Severus was read­ing minds, and he cer­tainly did black­mail us.”
“This is in­san­ity!” ex­ploded Severus.
“Bwah ha ha!” said Dum­b­le­dore.
“Ah…” said Harry un­cer­tainly. “And if any­one asks me why fifth years and above got shafted? I wouldn’t blame them for be­ing irate, and that part wasn’t ex­actly my idea -”
“Tell them,” said Dum­b­le­dore, “that it wasn’t you who sug­gested the com­pro­mise, that it was all you could get. And then refuse to say any­thing more. That, too, is true. There’s an art to it, you’ll pick it up with prac­tice.”
Harry nod­ded slowly. “And the points he took from Raven­claw?”
“They must not be given back.”
It was Min­erva who said it.
Harry looked at her.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Pot­ter,” she said. She was sorry, but it had to be done. “There must be some con­se­quences for your mis­be­hav­ior or this school will fall to pieces.”
Harry shrugged. “Ac­cept­able,” he said flatly. “But in the fu­ture Severus will not strike at my House con­nec­tions by tak­ing points from me, nor will he waste my valu­able time with de­ten­tions. Should he feel that my be­hav­ior re­quires cor­rec­tion, he may com­mu­ni­cate his con­cerns to Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.”
“Harry,” Min­erva said, “will you con­tinue to sub­mit to school dis­ci­pline, or are you to be above the law now, as Severus was?”
Harry looked at her. Some­thing warm touched his gaze, briefly be­fore it was quashed. “I will con­tinue to be an or­di­nary stu­dent to ev­ery mem­ber of the staff who is not in­sane or evil, pro­vided that they do not come un­der pres­sure from oth­ers who are.” Harry glanced briefly at Severus, then turned back to Dum­b­le­dore. “Leave Min­erva alone, and I’ll be a reg­u­lar Hog­warts stu­dent in her pres­ence. No spe­cial priv­i­leges or im­mu­ni­ties.”
“Beau­ti­ful,” Dum­b­le­dore said sin­cerely. “Spo­ken like a true hero.”
“And,” she said, “Mr. Pot­ter must pub­licly apol­o­gize for his ac­tions of to­day.”
Harry gave her an­other look. This one was a bit skep­ti­cal.
“The dis­ci­pline of the school has been gravely in­jured by your ac­tions, Mr. Pot­ter,” Min­erva said. “It must be re­stored.”
“I think, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, that you con­sid­er­ably over­es­ti­mate the im­por­tance of what you call school dis­ci­pline, as com­pared to hav­ing His­tory taught by a live teacher or not tor­tur­ing your stu­dents. Main­tain­ing the cur­rent sta­tus hi­er­ar­chy and en­forc­ing its rules seems ever so much more wise and moral and im­por­tant when you are on the top and do­ing the en­forc­ing than when you are on the bot­tom, and I can cite stud­ies to this ef­fect if re­quired. I could go on for sev­eral hours about this point, but I will leave it at that.”
Min­erva shook her head. “Mr. Pot­ter, you un­der­es­ti­mate the im­por­tance of dis­ci­pline be­cause you are not in need of it your­self -” She paused. That hadn’t come out right, and Severus, Dum­b­le­dore, and even Harry were giv­ing her strange looks. “To learn, I mean. Not ev­ery child can learn in the ab­sence of au­thor­ity. And it is the other chil­dren who will be hurt, Mr. Pot­ter, if they see your ex­am­ple as one to be fol­lowed.”
Harry’s lips curved into a twisted smile. “The first and last re­sort is the truth. The truth is that I shouldn’t have got­ten an­gry, I shouldn’t have dis­rupted the class, I shouldn’t have done what I did, and I set a bad ex­am­ple for ev­ery­one. The truth is also that Severus Snape be­haved in a fash­ion un­be­com­ing a Hog­warts pro­fes­sor, and that from now on he will be more mind­ful of the in­jured feel­ings of stu­dents in their fourth year and un­der. The two of us could both get up and speak the truth. I could live with that.”
“In your dreams, Pot­ter!” spat Severus.
“Af­ter all,” said Harry, smil­ing grimly, “if the stu­dents see that rules are for ev­ery­one… for pro­fes­sors too, not just for poor help­less stu­dents who get noth­ing but suf­fer­ing out of the sys­tem… why, the pos­i­tive ef­fects on school dis­ci­pline should be tremen­dous.”
There was a brief pause, and then Dum­b­le­dore chuck­led. “Min­erva is think­ing that you’re righter than you have any right to be.”
Harry’s gaze jerked away from Dum­b­le­dore, down to the floor. “Are you read­ing her mind?”
“Com­mon sense is of­ten mis­taken for Legili­mency,” said Dum­b­le­dore. “I shall talk over this mat­ter with Severus, and no apol­ogy will be re­quired from you un­less he apol­o­gizes as well. And now I de­clare this mat­ter con­cluded, at least un­til lunchtime.” He paused. “Al­though, Harry, I’m afraid that Min­erva wished to speak with you about an ad­di­tional mat­ter. And that is not the re­sult of any pres­sure on my part. Min­erva, if you would?”
Min­erva rose from her chair and al­most fell. There was too much adren­a­line in her blood, her heart was beat­ing too fast.
“Fawkes,” said Dum­b­le­dore, “ac­com­pany her, please.”
“I don’t -” she started to say.
Dum­b­le­dore shot her a look, and she fell silent.
The phoenix soared across the room like a smooth tongue of flame leap­ing out, and landed on her shoul­der. She felt the warmth through her robes, all through her body.
“Please fol­low me, Mr. Pot­ter,” she said, firmly now, and they left through the door.

They stood on the ro­tat­ing stairs, de­scend­ing in si­lence.
Min­erva didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know this per­son who stood be­side her.
And Fawkes be­gan to croon.
It was ten­der, and soft, like a fire­place would sound if it had melody, and it washed over Min­erva’s mind, eas­ing, sooth­ing, gen­tling what it touched…
“What is that?” Harry whis­pered be­side her. His voice was un­sta­ble, wob­bling, chang­ing pitch.
“The song of the phoenix,” said Min­erva, not re­ally aware of what she was say­ing, her at­ten­tion was all on that strange quiet mu­sic. “It, too, heals.”
Harry turned his face from her, but she caught a glimpse of some­thing ag­o­nized.
The de­scent seemed to take a very long time, or maybe it was only that the mu­sic seemed to take a very long time, and when they stepped out through the gap where a gar­goyle had been, she was hold­ing Harry’s hand firmly in hers.
As the gar­goyle stepped back into place, Fawkes left her shoul­der, and swooped to hover in front of Harry.
Harry stared at Fawkes like some­one hyp­no­tized by the ever-chang­ing light of a fire.
“What am I to do, Fawkes?” whis­pered Harry. “I couldn’t have pro­tected them if I hadn’t been an­gry.”
The phoenix’s wings con­tin­ued flap­ping, it con­tin­ued hov­er­ing in place. There was no sound but the beat­ing of the wings. Then there was a flash like a fire flar­ing up and go­ing out, and Fawkes was gone.
Both of them blinked, like wak­ing up from a dream, or maybe like fall­ing asleep again.
Min­erva looked down.
Harry Pot­ter’s bright young face looked up at her.
“Are phoenixes peo­ple?” said Harry. “I mean, are they smart enough to count as peo­ple? Could I talk with Fawkes if I knew how?”
Min­erva blinked hard. Then she blinked again. “No,” Min­erva said, her voice wa­ver­ing. “Phoenixes are crea­tures of pow­er­ful magic. That magic gives their ex­is­tence a weight of mean­ing which no sim­ple an­i­mal could pos­sess. They are fire, light, heal­ing, re­birth. But in the end, no.”
“Where can I get one?”
Min­erva leaned down and hugged him. She hadn’t meant to, but she didn’t seem to have much choice in the mat­ter.
When she stood up she found it hard to speak. But she had to ask. “What hap­pened to­day, Harry?”
“I don’t know the an­swers to any of the im­por­tant ques­tions ei­ther. Aside from that I’d re­ally rather not think about it for a while.”
Min­erva took his hand in hers again, and they walked the rest of the way in si­lence.
It was only a short trip, since nat­u­rally the of­fice of the Deputy was close to the of­fice of the Head­mas­ter.
Min­erva sat be­hind her desk.
Harry sat in front of her desk.
“So,” Min­erva whis­pered. She would have given al­most any­thing not to do this, or not to be the one who had to do it, or for it to be any time but right now. “There is a mat­ter of school dis­ci­pline. From which you are not ex­empt.”
“Namely?” said Harry.
He didn’t know. He hadn’t fig­ured it out yet. She felt her throat tighten. But there was work to be done and she would not shirk it.
“Mr. Pot­ter,” said Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall, “I need to see your Time-Turner, please.”
All the peace of the phoenix van­ished from his face in an in­stant and Min­erva felt like she had just stabbed him.
“No!” Harry said. His voice was pan­icked. “I need it, I won’t be able to at­tend Hog­warts, I won’t be able to sleep!”
“You’ll be able to sleep,” she said. “The Min­istry has de­liv­ered the pro­tec­tive shell for your Time-Turner. I will en­chant it to open only be­tween the hours of 9PM and mid­night.”
Harry’s face twisted. “But - but I -”
“Mr. Pot­ter, how many times have you used the Time-Turner since Mon­day? How many hours?”
“I…” Harry said. “Hold on, let me add it up -” He glanced down at his watch.
Min­erva felt a rush of sad­ness. She’d thought so. “It wasn’t just two per day, then. I sus­pect that if I asked your dor­m­mates, I would find that you were strug­gling to stay up long enough to go to sleep at a rea­son­able time, and wak­ing up ear­lier and ear­lier ev­ery morn­ing. Cor­rect?”
Harry’s face said ev­ery­thing she needed to know.
“Mr. Pot­ter,” she said gen­tly, “there are stu­dents who can­not be en­trusted with Time-Turn­ers, be­cause they be­come ad­dicted to them. We give them a po­tion which length­ens their sleep cy­cle by the nec­es­sary amount, but they end up us­ing the Time-Turner for more than just at­tend­ing their classes. And so we must take them back. Mr. Pot­ter, you have taken to us­ing the Time-Turner as your so­lu­tion to ev­ery­thing, of­ten very fool­ishly so. You used it to get back a Re­mem­brall. You van­ished from a closet in a fash­ion ap­par­ent to other stu­dents, in­stead of go­ing back af­ter you were out and get­ting me or some­one else to come and open the door.”
From the look on Harry’s face he hadn’t thought of that.
“And more im­por­tantly,” she said, “you should have sim­ply sat in Pro­fes­sor Snape’s class. And watched. And left at the end of class. As you would have done if you had not pos­sessed a Time-Turner. There are some stu­dents who can­not be en­trusted with Time-Turn­ers, Mr. Pot­ter. You are one of them. I am sorry.”
“But I need it!” Harry blurted. “What if there are Slytherins threat­en­ing me and I have to es­cape? It keeps me safe -”
“Ev­ery other stu­dent in this cas­tle runs the same risk, and I as­sure you that they sur­vive. No stu­dent has died in this cas­tle for fifty years. Mr. Pot­ter, you will hand over your Time-Turner and do so now.”
Harry’s face twisted in agony, but he drew out the Time-Turner from un­der his robes and gave it to her.
From her desk, Min­erva drew out one of the pro­tec­tive shells that had been sent to Hog­warts. She snapped the cover into place around the Time-Turner’s turn­ing hour­glass, and then she laid her wand on the cover to com­plete the en­chant­ment.
“This isn’t fair!” Harry shrieked. “I saved half of Hog­warts from Pro­fes­sor Snape to­day, is it right that I be pun­ished for it? I saw the look on your face, you hated what he was do­ing!”
Min­erva didn’t speak for a few mo­ments. She was en­chant­ing.
When she fin­ished and looked up, she knew that her face was stern. Maybe it was the wrong thing to do. And then again maybe it was the right thing to do. There was an ob­sti­nate child in front of her, and that didn’t mean the uni­verse was bro­ken.
“Fair, Mr. Pot­ter?” she snapped. “I have had to file two re­ports with the Min­istry on pub­lic use of a Time-Turner in two suc­ces­sive days! Be ex­tremely grate­ful you were al­lowed to re­tain the Time-Turner even in re­stricted form! The Head­mas­ter made a Floo call to plead with them per­son­ally and if you were not the Boy-Who-Lived even that would not have suf­ficed!”
Harry gaped at her.
She knew that he was see­ing the an­gry face of Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall.
Harry’s eyes filled up with tears.
“I’m, sorry,” he whis­pered, voice now choked and bro­ken. “I’m sorry, to have, dis­ap­pointed you…”
“I’m sorry too, Mr. Pot­ter,” she said sternly, and handed him the newly re­stricted Time-Turner. “You may go.”
Harry turned and fled from her of­fice, sob­bing. She heard his feet pat­ter­ing away down the hall, and then the sound cut off as the door swung closed.
“I’m sorry too, Harry,” she whis­pered to the quiet room. “I’m sorry too.”

Fif­teen min­utes into lunch hour.
No one was speak­ing to Harry. Some of the Raven­claws were shoot­ing him looks of anger, oth­ers of sym­pa­thy, a few of the youngest stu­dents even had looks of ad­mi­ra­tion, but no one was talk­ing to him. Even Hermione hadn’t tried to come over.
Fred and George had gin­gerly stepped near. They hadn’t said any­thing. The of­fer was clear, and its op­tion­al­ity. Harry had told them that he would come over when dessert started, no ear­lier. They had nod­ded and quickly walked away.
It was prob­a­bly the ut­terly ex­pres­sion­less look on Harry’s face that was do­ing it.
The oth­ers prob­a­bly thought he was con­trol­ling anger, or dis­may. They knew, be­cause they’d seen Flitwick come and get him, that he’d been called to the Head­mas­ter’s of­fice.
Harry was try­ing not to smile, be­cause if he smiled, he would start laugh­ing, and if he started laugh­ing, he wouldn’t stop un­til the nice peo­ple in white jack­ets came to haul him away.
It was too much. It was just all too much. Harry had al­most gone over to the Dark Side, his dark side had done things that seemed in ret­ro­spect in­sane, his dark side had won an im­pos­si­ble vic­tory that might have been real and might have been a pure whim of a crazy Head­mas­ter, his dark side had pro­tected his friends. He just couldn’t han­dle it any more. He needed Fawkes to sing to him again. He needed to use the Time-Turner to go off and take a quiet hour to re­cover but that wasn’t an op­tion any more and the loss was like a hole in his ex­is­tence but he couldn’t think about that be­cause then he might start laugh­ing.
Twenty min­utes. All the stu­dents who were go­ing to eat lunch had ar­rived, al­most none had de­parted.
The tap­ping of a spoon rang through the Great Hall.
“If I may have your at­ten­tion please,” Dum­b­le­dore said. “Harry Pot­ter has some­thing he would like to share with us.”
Harry took a deep breath and got up. He walked over to the Head Ta­ble, with ev­ery eye star­ing at him.
Harry turned and looked out at the four ta­bles.
It was be­com­ing harder and harder not to smile, but Harry kept his face ex­pres­sion­less as he spoke his brief and mem­o­rized speech.
“The truth is sa­cred,” Harry said tone­lessly. “One of my most trea­sured pos­ses­sions is a but­ton which reads ‘Speak the truth, even if your voice trem­bles’. This, then, is the truth. Re­mem­ber that. I am not say­ing it be­cause I am be­ing forced to say it, I am say­ing it be­cause it is true. What I did in Pro­fes­sor Snape’s class was fool­ish, stupid, child­ish, and an in­ex­cus­able vi­o­la­tion of the rules of Hog­warts. I dis­rupted the class­room and de­prived my fel­low stu­dents of their ir­re­place­able learn­ing time. All be­cause I failed to con­trol my tem­per. I hope that not a sin­gle one of you will ever fol­low my ex­am­ple. I cer­tainly in­tend to try never to fol­low it again.”
Many of the stu­dents gaz­ing at Harry now had solemn, un­happy looks upon their faces, such as one might see at a cer­e­mony mark­ing the loss of a fallen cham­pion. At the younger parts of the Gryffindor ta­ble the look was al­most uni­ver­sal.
Un­til Harry raised his hand.
He did not raise it high. That might have ap­peared pre­emp­tory. He cer­tainly did not raise it to­ward Severus. Harry sim­ply raised his hand to chest level, and softly snapped his fin­gers, a ges­ture that was seen more than heard. It was pos­si­ble that most of the Head Ta­ble wouldn’t see it at all.
This seem­ing ges­ture of de­fi­ance won sud­den smiles from the younger stu­dents and Gryffind­ors, and coldly su­pe­rior sneers from Slytherin, and frowns and wor­ried looks from all oth­ers.
Harry kept his face ex­pres­sion­less. “Thank you,” he said. “That’s all.”
“Thank you, Mr. Pot­ter,” said the Head­mas­ter. “And now Pro­fes­sor Snape has some­thing to share with us as well.”
Severus smoothly stood up from his place at the Head Ta­ble. “It has been brought to my at­ten­tion,” he said, “that my own ac­tions played a part in pro­vok­ing the ad­mit­tedly in­ex­cus­able anger of Mr. Pot­ter, and in the en­su­ing dis­cus­sion I re­al­ized that I had for­got­ten how eas­ily in­jured are the feel­ings of the young and im­ma­ture -”
There was the sound of many peo­ple emit­ting muf­fled chokes at the same time.
Severus con­tin­ued as if he had not heard. “The Po­tions class­room is a dan­ger­ous place, and I still feel that strict dis­ci­pline is nec­es­sary, but hence­forth I will be more aware of the… emo­tional fragility… of stu­dents in their fourth year and younger. My de­duc­tion of points from Raven­claw still stands, but I will re­voke Mr. Pot­ter’s de­ten­tion. Thank you.”
There was a sin­gle clap from the di­rec­tion of Gryffindor and faster than light­ning Severus’s wand was in his hand and “Qui­etus!” si­lenced the of­fender.
“I will still de­mand dis­ci­pline and re­spect in all my classes,” Severus said coldly, “and any­one who tri­fles with me will re­gret it.”
He sat down.
“Thank you too!” Head­mas­ter Dum­b­le­dore said cheer­fully. “Carry on!”
And Harry, still ex­pres­sion­less, be­gan to walk back to his seat in Raven­claw.
There was an ex­plo­sion of con­ver­sa­tion. Two words were clearly iden­ti­fi­able in the be­gin­ning. The first was an ini­tial “What -” be­gin­ning many dif­fer­ent sen­tences such as “What just hap­pened -” and “What the hell -” The sec­ond was “Scourgify!” as stu­dents cleaned up the dropped food and spit-out drinks from them­selves, the table­cloth, and each other.
Some stu­dents were weep­ing openly. So was Pro­fes­sor Sprout.
At the Gryffindor ta­ble, where a cake waited with fifty-one un­lit can­dles, Fred whis­pered, “I think we may be out of our league here, George.”
And from that day on­ward, no mat­ter what Hermione tried to tell any­one, it would be an ac­cepted leg­end of Hog­warts that Harry Pot­ter could make ab­so­lutely any­thing hap­pen by snap­ping his fin­gers.









Chap­ter 18. De­layed Grat­i­fi­ca­tion

Draco had a stern ex­pres­sion on his face, and his green-trimmed robes some­how looked far more for­mal, se­ri­ous, and well-turned-out than the same ex­act robes as worn by the two boys be­hind him.
“Talk,” said Draco.
“Yeah! Talk!”
“You heard da boss! Talk!”
“You two, on the other hand, shut up.”
The last ses­sion of classes on Fri­day was about to start, in that vast au­di­to­rium where all four Houses learned De­fense, er, Bat­tle Magic.
The last ses­sion of classes on Fri­day.
Harry was hop­ing that this class would be non-stress­ful, and that the bril­liant Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell would re­al­ize this was per­haps not the best time to sin­gle out Harry for any­thing. Harry had re­cov­ered a lit­tle, but…
…but just in case, it was prob­a­bly best to get in a bit of stress re­lief first.
Harry leaned back in his chair and be­stowed a look of great solem­nity upon Draco and his min­ions.
“You ask, what is our aim?” Harry de­claimed. “I can an­swer in one word. It is vic­tory. Vic­tory at all costs - Vic­tory in spite of all ter­rors - Vic­tory, how­ever long and hard the road may be, for with­out vic­tory there is no -”
“Talk about Snape,” Draco hissed. ”What did you do?”
Harry wiped away the fake solem­nity and gave Draco a more se­ri­ous look.
“You saw it,” Harry said. “Ev­ery­one saw it. I snapped my fin­gers.”
“Harry! Stop teas­ing me!”
So he’d been pro­moted to Harry now. In­ter­est­ing. And in fact Harry was fairly sure that he was meant to no­tice that, and feel bad if he didn’t re­spond some­how…
Harry tapped his ears and gave a sig­nif­i­cant glance at the min­ions.
“They won’t talk,” said Draco.
“Draco,” Harry said, “I’m go­ing to be one hun­dred per­cent hon­est here and say that yes­ter­day I was not par­tic­u­larly im­pressed with Mr. Goyle’s cun­ning.”
Mr. Goyle winced.
“Me nei­ther,” said Draco. “I ex­plained to him that I ended up ow­ing you a fa­vor be­cause of it.” (Mr. Goyle winced again.) “But there is a big dif­fer­ence be­tween that sort of mis­take and be­ing in­dis­creet. That re­ally is some­thing they’ve been trained from child­hood to un­der­stand.”
“All right then,” Harry said. He low­ered his voice, even though the back­ground noises had gone to blurs in Draco’s pres­ence. “I de­duced one of Severus’s se­crets and did a bit of black­mail.”
Draco’s ex­pres­sion hard­ened. “Good, now tell me some­thing you didn’t tell in strict con­fi­dence to the id­iots in Gryffindor, mean­ing that was the story you wanted to get all over the school.”
Harry grinned in­vol­un­tar­ily and he knew that Draco had caught it.
“What is Severus say­ing?” Harry said.
“That he hadn’t re­al­ized how sen­si­tive the feel­ings of young chil­dren were,” Draco said. “Even in Slytherin! Even to me!”
“Are you sure,” Harry said, “that you want to know some­thing your Head of House would rather you not know?”
“Yes,” Draco said with­out hes­i­ta­tion.
In­ter­est­ing. “Then you re­ally are go­ing to send your min­ions away first, be­cause I’m not sure I can be­lieve ev­ery­thing you be­lieve about them.”
Draco nod­ded. “Okay.”
Mr. Crabbe and Mr. Goyle looked very un­happy. “Boss -” said Mr. Crabbe.
“You’ve given Mr. Pot­ter no rea­son to trust you,” Draco said. “Go!”
They left.
“In par­tic­u­lar,” Harry said, low­er­ing his voice even fur­ther, “I’m not en­tirely sure that they wouldn’t just re­port what I said to Lu­cius.”
“Fa­ther wouldn’t do that!” Draco said, look­ing gen­uinely aghast. “They’re mine!”
“I’m sorry, Draco,” Harry said. “I’m just not sure I can be­lieve ev­ery­thing you be­lieve about your fa­ther. Imag­ine it was your se­cret and me telling you my fa­ther wouldn’t do that.”
Draco nod­ded slowly. “You’re right. I’m sorry, Harry. It was wrong of me to ask it of you.”
How did I get this pro­moted? Shouldn’t he hate me now? Harry had the feel­ing he was look­ing at some­thing ex­ploitable… he just wished his brain wasn’t so ex­hausted. Or­di­nar­ily he would have loved to try his hand at some com­pli­cated plot­ting.
“Any­way,” Harry said. “Trade. I tell you a fact that isn’t on the grapevine, and does not go on the grapevine, and in par­tic­u­lar does not go to your fa­ther, and in re­turn you tell me what you and Slytherin think about the whole busi­ness.”
“Deal!”
Now to make this as vague as pos­si­ble… some­thing that wouldn’t hurt much even if it did get out… “What I said was true. I did dis­cover one of Severus’s se­crets, and I did do some black­mail. But Severus wasn’t the only per­son in­volved.”
“I knew it!” Draco said ex­ul­tantly.
Harry’s stom­ach sank. He had ap­par­ently said some­thing very sig­nif­i­cant and he did not know why. This was not a good sign.
“All right,” Draco said. He was grin­ning widely now. “So here’s what the re­ac­tion was like in Slytherin. First, all the id­iots were like, ‘We hate Harry Pot­ter! Let’s go beat him up!’”
Harry choked. “What is wrong with the Sort­ing Hat? That’s not Slytherin, it’s Gryffindor -”
“Not all chil­dren are prodi­gies,” Draco said, though he was smil­ing in a sort of nasty-con­spir­a­to­rial way, as though to sug­gest that he pri­vately agreed with Harry’s opin­ion. “And it took around fif­teen sec­onds for some­one to ex­plain to them why this might not be such a fa­vor to Snape, so you’re fine. Any­way, af­ter that was the sec­ond wave of id­iots, the ones who were say­ing, ‘Looks like Harry Pot­ter was just an­other do-gooder af­ter all.’”
“And then?” Harry said, smil­ing even though he had no idea why that was stupid.
“And then the ac­tual smart peo­ple started talk­ing. It’s ob­vi­ous that you found a way to put a lot of pres­sure on Snape. And while that could be more than one thing… the ob­vi­ous next thought is that it has some­thing to do with Snape’s un­known hold over Dum­b­le­dore. Am I right?”
“No com­ment,” Harry said. At least his brain was pro­cess­ing this part cor­rectly. House Slytherin had won­dered why Severus wasn’t get­ting fired. And they’d con­cluded that Severus was black­mail­ing Dum­b­le­dore. Could that ac­tu­ally be true…? But Dum­b­le­dore hadn’t seemed to act like it…
Draco went on talk­ing. “And the next thing the smart peo­ple pointed out was that if you could put enough pres­sure on Snape to make him leave half of Hog­warts alone, that meant you prob­a­bly had enough power to get rid of him en­tirely, if you wanted. What you did to him was a hu­mil­i­a­tion, just the same way he tried to hu­mil­i­ate you - but you left us our Head of House.”
Harry made his smile wider.
“And then the re­ally smart peo­ple,” Draco said, his face now se­ri­ous, “went off and had a lit­tle dis­cus­sion by them­selves, and some­one pointed out that it would be a very stupid thing to leave an en­emy around like that. If you could break his hold over Dum­b­le­dore, the ob­vi­ous thing would be to just do it. Dum­b­le­dore would kick Snape out of Hog­warts and maybe even have him killed, he’d be very grate­ful to you, and you wouldn’t have to worry about Snape sneak­ing into your dorm room at night with in­ter­est­ing po­tions.”
Harry’s face was now neu­tral. He had not thought of that and he re­ally, re­ally should have. “And from this you con­cluded…?”
“Snape’s hold was some se­cret of Dum­b­le­dore’s and you’ve got the se­cret!” Draco was look­ing ex­ul­tant. “It can’t be pow­er­ful enough to de­stroy Dum­b­le­dore en­tirely, or Snape would have used it by now. Snape re­fuses to use his hold for any­thing ex­cept stay­ing king of Slytherin House in Hog­warts, and he doesn’t al­ways get what he wants even then, so it must have lim­its. But it’s got to be re­ally good! Fa­ther’s been try­ing to get Snape to tell him for years!”
“And,” Harry said, “now Lu­cius thinks maybe I can tell him. Did you al­ready get an owl -”
“I will tonight,” Draco said, and laughed. “It will say,” his voice took on a dif­fer­ent, more for­mal ca­dence, “My beloved son: I’ve al­ready told you of Harry Pot­ter’s po­ten­tial im­por­tance. As you have al­ready re­al­ized, his im­por­tance has now be­come greater and more ur­gent. If you see any pos­si­ble av­enue of friend­ship or point of pres­sure with him, you must pur­sue it, and the full re­sources of Mal­foy are at your dis­posal if needed.”
Gosh. “Well,” Harry said, “not com­ment­ing on whether or not your whole com­pli­cated ed­i­fice of the­ory is true, let me just say that we are not quite such good friends as yet.”
“I know,” Draco said. Then his face turned very se­ri­ous, and his voice grew quiet even within the blur. “Harry, has it oc­curred to you that if you know some­thing Dum­b­le­dore doesn’t want known, Dum­b­le­dore might sim­ply have you killed? And it would turn the Boy-Who-Lived from a po­ten­tial com­pet­ing leader into a valu­able mar­tyr, too.”
“No com­ment,” Harry said yet again. He hadn’t thought of that last part, ei­ther. Didn’t seem to be Dum­b­le­dore’s style… but…
“Harry,” Draco said, “you’ve ob­vi­ously got in­cred­i­ble tal­ent, but you’ve got no train­ing and no men­tors and you do stupid things some­times and you re­ally need an ad­vi­sor who knows how to do this or you’re go­ing to get hurt!” Draco’s face was fierce.
“Ah,” Harry said. “An ad­vi­sor like Lu­cius?”
“Like me!” said Draco. “I’ll prom­ise to keep your se­crets from Fa­ther, from ev­ery­one, I’ll just help you fig­ure out what­ever you want to do!”
Wow.
Harry saw that zom­bie-Quir­rell was stag­ger­ing in through the doors.
“Class is about to start,” said Harry. “I’ll think about what you said, there’s lots of times I do wish I had all your train­ing, it’s just I don’t know how I can trust you so quickly -”
“You shouldn’t,” Draco said, “it’s too soon. See? I’ll give you good ad­vice even if it hurts me. But we should maybe hurry up and be­come closer friends.”
“I’m open to that,” said Harry, who was al­ready try­ing to fig­ure out how to ex­ploit it.
“An­other bit of ad­vice,” Draco said hur­riedly as Quir­rell slouched to­ward his desk, “right now ev­ery­one in Slytherin’s won­der­ing about you, so if you’re court­ing us, which I think you are, you should do some­thing that sig­nals friend­ship to Slytherin. Soon, like to­day or to­mor­row.”
“Let­ting Severus go on award­ing ex­tra House points to Slytherin wasn’t enough?” No rea­son Harry couldn’t take credit for it.
Draco’s eyes flick­ered with re­al­iza­tion, then he said rapidly, “It’s not the same, trust me, it’s got to be some­thing ob­vi­ous. Push your mud­blood ri­val Granger into a wall or some­thing, ev­ery­one in Slytherin will know what that means -”
“That is not how it works in Raven­claw, Draco! If you have to push some­one into a wall it means your brain is too weak to beat them the right way and ev­ery­one in Raven­claw knows that -”
The screen on Harry’s desk flick­ered on, pro­vok­ing a sud­den wash of nos­tal­gia for tele­vi­sion and com­put­ers.
“Ahem,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s voice, seem­ing to speak per­son­ally to Harry out of the screen. “Please take your seats.”

And the chil­dren were all seated and star­ing at the re­peater screens on their desks, or look­ing down di­rectly at the great white mar­ble stage where Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell stood, lean­ing on his desk atop the small dais of darker mar­ble.
“To­day,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, “I had planned to teach you your first de­fen­sive spell, a small shield that was the an­ces­tor of to­day’s Pro­tego. But on sec­ond thought I have changed to­day’s les­son plan in the light of re­cent events.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s gaze searched the rows of seats. Harry winced from where he was sit­ting, in the back row. He had a feel­ing he knew who was about to be called on.
“Draco, of the No­ble and Most An­cient House of Mal­foy,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
Whew.
“Yes, Pro­fes­sor?” said Draco. His voice was am­pli­fied, seem­ing to come from the re­peater screen on Harry’s desk, which showed Draco’s face as he spoke. Then the screen shifted back to Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, who said:
“Is it your am­bi­tion to be­come the next Dark Lord?”
“That’s an odd ques­tion, Pro­fes­sor,” said Draco. “I mean, who’d be dumb enough to ad­mit it?”
A few stu­dents laughed, but not many.
“In­deed,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “So while there’s no point in ask­ing any of you, it would not sur­prise me in the slight­est if there were a stu­dent or two in my classes who har­bored am­bi­tions of be­ing the next Dark Lord. Af­ter all, I wanted to be the next Dark Lord when I was a young Slytherin.”
This time the laugh­ter was much more wide­spread.
“Well, it is the House of the am­bi­tious, af­ter all,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, smil­ing. “I didn’t re­al­ize un­til later that what I re­ally en­joyed was Bat­tle Magic, and that my true am­bi­tion was to be­come a great fight­ing wiz­ard and some­day teach at Hog­warts. In any case, when I was thir­teen years old, I read through the his­tor­i­cal sec­tions of the Hog­warts li­brary, scru­ti­niz­ing the lives and fates of past Dark Lords, and I made a list of all the mis­takes that I would never make when I was a Dark Lord -”
Harry gig­gled be­fore he could stop him­self.
“Yes, Mr. Pot­ter, very amus­ing. So, Mr. Pot­ter, can you guess what was the very first item on that list?”
Great. “Um… never use a com­pli­cated way of deal­ing with an en­emy when you can just Abra­cadabra them?”
“The term, Mr. Pot­ter, is Avada Ke­davra,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s voice sounded a bit sharp for some rea­son, “and no, that was not on the list I made at age thir­teen. Would you care to guess again?”
“Ah… never brag to any­one about your evil mas­ter plan?”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell laughed. “Ah, now that was num­ber two. My, Mr. Pot­ter, have we been read­ing the same books?”
There was more laugh­ter, with an un­der­tone of ner­vous­ness. Harry clenched his jaw tightly shut and said noth­ing. A de­nial would ac­com­plish noth­ing.
“But no. The first item was, ‘I will not go around pro­vok­ing strong, vi­cious en­e­mies.’ The his­tory of the world would be very dif­fer­ent if Mor­nelithe Fal­cons­bane or Hitler had grasped that el­e­men­tary point. Now if, Mr. Pot­ter - just if by some chance you har­bor an am­bi­tion sim­i­lar to the one I held as a young Slytherin - even so, I hope it is not your am­bi­tion to be­come a stupid Dark Lord.”
“Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell,” Harry said, grit­ting his teeth, “I am a Raven­claw and it is not my am­bi­tion to be stupid, pe­riod. I know that what I did to­day was dumb. But it wasn’t Dark! I was not the one who threw the first punch in that fight!”
“You, Mr. Pot­ter, are an id­iot. But then so was I at your age. Thus I an­tic­i­pated your an­swer and al­tered to­day’s les­son plan ac­cord­ingly. Mr. Gre­gory Goyle, if you would come for­ward, please?”
There was a sur­prised pause in the class­room. Harry hadn’t been ex­pect­ing that.
Nei­ther, from the looks of it, had Mr. Goyle, who looked rather un­cer­tain and wor­ried as he mounted the mar­ble stage and ap­proached the dais.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell straight­ened from where he was lean­ing on the desk. He looked sud­denly stronger, and his hands formed fists and he drew him­self up into a clearly rec­og­niz­able mar­tial arts stance.
Harry’s eyes widened at the sight, and he re­al­ized why Mr. Goyle had been called up.
“Most wiz­ards,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, “do not bother much with what a Mug­gle would term mar­tial arts. Is not a wand stronger than a fist? This at­ti­tude is stupid. Wands are held in fists. If you want to be a great fight­ing wiz­ard you must learn mar­tial arts to a level which would im­press even a Mug­gle. I will now demon­strate a cer­tain vi­tally im­por­tant tech­nique, which I learned in a dojo, a Mug­gle school of mar­tial arts, of which I shall speak more shortly. For now…” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell took sev­eral steps for­ward, still in stance, ad­vanc­ing on where Mr. Goyle stood. “Mr. Goyle, I will ask you to at­tack me.”
“Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell,” said Mr. Goyle, his voice now am­pli­fied as the pro­fes­sor’s was, “can I ask what level -”
“Sixth dan. You will not be hurt and nei­ther will I. And if you see an open­ing, please take it.”
Mr. Goyle nod­ded, look­ing much re­lieved.
“Note,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, “that Mr. Goyle was afraid to at­tack some­one who did not know mar­tial arts to an ac­cept­able level, for fear that I, or he, would be hurt. Mr. Goyle’s at­ti­tude is ex­actly cor­rect and he has earned three Quir­rell points for it. Now, fight!”
The young boy blurred for­ward, fists fly­ing, and the Pro­fes­sor blocked ev­ery blow, danc­ing back­ward, Quir­rell kicked and Goyle blocked and spun and tried to trip Quir­rell with a sweep­ing leg and Quir­rell hopped over it and it was all hap­pen­ing too fast for Harry to make sense of what was go­ing on and then Goyle was on his back with his legs push­ing and Quir­rell was ac­tu­ally fly­ing through the air and then he hit the ground shoul­der first and rolled.
“Stop!” cried Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell from the ground, sound­ing a lit­tle pan­icked. “You win!”
Mr. Goyle pulled up so sharply he stag­gered, al­most trip­ping and fall­ing from the aborted mo­men­tum of his head­long charge to­ward Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. His face showed ut­ter shock.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell arched his back and bounced to his feet us­ing a pe­cu­liar spring­ing mo­tion that made no use of his hands.
There was a si­lence in the class­room, a si­lence born of to­tal con­fu­sion.
“Mr. Goyle,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, “what vi­tally im­por­tant tech­nique did I demon­strate?”
“How to fall cor­rectly when some­one throws you,” said Mr. Goyle. “It’s one of the very first lessons you learn -”
“That too,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
There was a pause.
“The vi­tally im­por­tant tech­nique which I demon­strated,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, “was how to lose. You may go, Mr. Goyle, thank you.”
Mr. Goyle walked off the plat­form, look­ing rather be­wil­dered. Harry felt the same way.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell walked back to his desk and re­sumed lean­ing on it. “Some­times we for­get the most ba­sic things, since it has been too long since we learned them. I re­al­ized I had done the same with my own les­son plan. You do not teach stu­dents to throw un­til you have taught them to fall. And I must not teach you to fight if you do not un­der­stand how to lose.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s face hard­ened, and Harry thought he saw a hint of pain, a touch of sor­row, in those eyes. “I learned how to lose in a dojo in Asia, which, as any Mug­gle knows, is where all the good mar­tial artists live. This dojo taught a style which had a rep­u­ta­tion among fight­ing wiz­ards as adapt­ing well to mag­i­cal du­el­ing. The Mas­ter of that dojo - an old man by Mug­gle stan­dards - was that style’s great­est liv­ing teacher. He had no idea that magic ex­isted, of course. I ap­plied to study there, and was one of the few stu­dents ac­cepted that year, from among many con­tenders. There might have been a tiny bit of spe­cial in­flu­ence in­volved.”
There was some laugh­ter in the class­room. Harry didn’t share it. That hadn’t been right at all.
“In any case. Dur­ing one of my first fights, af­ter I had been beaten in a par­tic­u­larly hu­mil­i­at­ing fash­ion, I lost con­trol and at­tacked my spar­ring part­ner -”
Yikes.
“- thank­fully with my fists, rather than my magic. The Mas­ter, sur­pris­ingly, did not ex­pel me on the spot. But he told me that there was a flaw in my tem­per­a­ment. He ex­plained it to me, and I knew that he was right. And then he said that I would learn how to lose.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s face was ex­pres­sion­less.
“Upon his strict or­ders, all of the stu­dents of the dojo lined up. One by one, they ap­proached me. I was not to de­fend my­self. I was only to beg for mercy. One by one, they slapped me, or punched me, and pushed me to the ground. Some of them spat on me. They called me aw­ful names in their lan­guage. And to each one, I had to say, ‘I lose!’ and sim­i­lar such things, such as ‘I beg you to stop!’ and ‘I ad­mit you’re bet­ter than me!’”
Harry was try­ing to imag­ine this and sim­ply fail­ing. There was no way some­thing like that could have hap­pened to the dig­ni­fied Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
“I was a prodigy of Bat­tle Magic even then. With wand­less magic alone I could have killed ev­ery­one in that dojo. I did not do so. I learned to lose. To this day I re­mem­ber it as one of the most un­pleas­ant hours of my life. And when I left that dojo eight months later - which was not nearly enough time, but was all I could af­ford to spend - the Mas­ter told me that he hoped I un­der­stood why that had been nec­es­sary. And I told him that it was one of the most valu­able lessons I had ever learned. Which was, and is, true.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s face turned bit­ter. “You are won­der­ing where this mar­velous dojo is, and whether you can study there. You can­not. For not long af­ter­ward, an­other would-be stu­dent came to that hid­den place, to that re­mote moun­tain. He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named.”
There was the sound of many breaths be­ing drawn in si­mul­ta­ne­ously. Harry felt sick to his stom­ach. He knew what was com­ing.
“The Dark Lord came to that school openly, with­out dis­guise, glow­ing red eyes and all. The stu­dents tried to bar his way and he sim­ply Ap­pa­rated through. There was ter­ror there, but dis­ci­pline, and the Mas­ter came forth. And the Dark Lord de­manded - not asked, but de­manded - to be taught.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s face was very hard. “Per­haps the Mas­ter had read too many books telling the lie that a true mar­tial artist could de­feat even demons. For what­ever rea­son, the Mas­ter re­fused. The Dark Lord asked why he could not be a stu­dent. The Mas­ter told him he had no pa­tience, and that was when the Dark Lord ripped his tongue out.”
There was a col­lec­tive gasp.
“You can guess what hap­pened next. The stu­dents tried to rush the Dark Lord and fell over, stunned where they stood. And then…”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s voice fal­tered for a mo­ment, then re­sumed.
“There is an Un­for­give­able Curse, the Cru­cia­tus Curse, which pro­duces un­bear­able pain. If the Cru­cia­tus is ex­tended for longer than a few min­utes it pro­duces per­ma­nent in­san­ity. One by one, the Dark Lord Cru­cioed the Mas­ter’s stu­dents into in­san­ity, and then fin­ished them off with the Killing Curse, while the Mas­ter was forced to watch. When all his stu­dents had died in this way, the Mas­ter fol­lowed. I learned this from the sin­gle sur­viv­ing stu­dent, whom the Dark Lord had left alive to tell the tale, and who had been a friend of mine…”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell turned away, and when he turned back a mo­ment later, he once again seemed calm and com­posed.
“Dark Wiz­ards can­not keep their tem­pers,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said qui­etly. “It is a nearly uni­ver­sal flaw of the species, and any­one who makes a habit of fight­ing them soon learns to rely on it. Un­der­stand that the Dark Lord did not win that day. His goal was to learn mar­tial arts, and yet he left with­out a sin­gle les­son. The Dark Lord was fool­ish to wish that story re­told. It did not show his strength, but rather an ex­ploitable weak­ness.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s gaze fo­cused on a sin­gle child in the class­room.
“Harry Pot­ter,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said.
“Yes,” Harry said, his voice hoarse.
“What pre­cisely did you do wrong to­day, Mr. Pot­ter?”
Harry felt like he was go­ing to throw up. “I lost my tem­per.”
“That is not pre­cise,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “I will de­scribe it more ex­actly. There are many an­i­mals which have what are called dom­i­nance con­tests. They rush at each other with horns - try­ing to knock each other down, not gore each other. They fight with their paws - with claws sheathed. But why with their claws sheathed? Surely, if they used their claws, they would stand a bet­ter chance of win­ning? But then their en­emy might un­sheathe their claws as well, and in­stead of re­solv­ing the dom­i­nance con­test with a win­ner and a loser, both of them might be se­verely hurt.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell gaze seemed to come straight out at Harry from the re­peater screen. “What you demon­strated to­day, Mr. Pot­ter, is that - un­like those an­i­mals who keep their claws sheathed and ac­cept the re­sults - you do not know how to lose a dom­i­nance con­test. When a Hog­warts pro­fes­sor chal­lenged you, you did not back down. When it looked like you might lose, you un­sheathed your claws, heed­less of the dan­ger. You es­ca­lated, and then you es­ca­lated again. It started with a slap at you from Pro­fes­sor Snape, who was ob­vi­ously dom­i­nant over you. In­stead of los­ing, you slapped back and lost ten points from Raven­claw. Soon you were talk­ing about leav­ing Hog­warts. The fact that you es­ca­lated even fur­ther in some un­known di­rec­tion, and some­how won at the end, does not change the fact that you are an id­iot.”
“I un­der­stand,” Harry said. His throat was dry. That had been pre­cise. Fright­en­ingly pre­cise. Now that Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had said it, Harry could see in hind­sight that it was an ex­actly ac­cu­rate de­scrip­tion of what had hap­pened. When some­one’s model of you was that good, you had to won­der whether they were right about other things too, like your in­tent to kill.
“The next time, Mr. Pot­ter, that you choose to es­ca­late a con­test rather than lose, you may lose all the stakes you place on the ta­ble. I can­not guess what they were to­day. I can guess that they were far, far too high for the loss of ten House points.”
Like the fate of mag­i­cal Britain. That was what he’d done.
‘‘You will protest that you were try­ing to help all of Hog­warts, a much more im­por­tant goal wor­thy of great risks. That is a lie. If you had been -”
“I would have taken the slap, waited, and picked the best pos­si­ble time to make my move,” Harry said, his voice hoarse. “But that would have meant los­ing. Let­ting him be dom­i­nant over me. It was what the Dark Lord couldn’t do with the Mas­ter he wanted to learn from.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell nod­ded. “I see that you have un­der­stood per­fectly. And so, Mr. Pot­ter, to­day you are go­ing to learn how to lose.”
“I -”
“I will not hear any ob­jec­tions, Mr. Pot­ter. It is ev­i­dent both that you need this and that you are strong enough to take it. I as­sure you that your ex­pe­ri­ence will not be so harsh as what I went through, though you may well re­mem­ber it as the worst fif­teen min­utes of your young life.”
Harry swal­lowed. “Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell,” he said in a small voice, “can we do this some other time?”
“No,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said sim­ply. “You are five days into your Hog­warts ed­u­ca­tion and al­ready this has hap­pened. To­day is Fri­day. Our next de­fense class is on Wednes­day. Sat­ur­day, Sun­day, Mon­day, Tues­day, Wednes­day… No, we do not have time to wait.”
There were a few laughs at this, but very few.
“Please con­sider it an or­der from your pro­fes­sor, Mr. Pot­ter. What I would like to say is that oth­er­wise I will not teach you any of­fen­sive spells, be­cause I would then hear that you had se­verely hurt or even killed some­one. Un­for­tu­nately I am told that your fin­gers are al­ready pow­er­ful weapons. Do not snap them at any time dur­ing this les­son.”
More scat­tered laugh­ter, sound­ing rather ner­vous.
Harry felt like he might cry. “Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, if you do any­thing like what you talked about, it’s go­ing to make me an­gry, and I re­ally would rather not get an­gry again to­day -”
“The point is not to avoid get­ting an­gry,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, his face look­ing grave. “Anger is nat­u­ral. You need to learn how to lose even when you are an­gry. Or at least pre­tend to lose so that you can plan your vengeance. As I did with Mr. Goyle to­day, un­less of course any of you think he re­ally is bet­ter -”
“I’m not!” shouted Mr. Goyle from his desk, sound­ing a lit­tle fran­tic. “I know you didn’t re­ally lose! Please don’t plan any vengeances!”
Harry felt sick to his stom­ach. Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell didn’t know about his mys­te­ri­ous dark side. “Pro­fes­sor, we re­ally need to talk about this af­ter class -”
“We will,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said in the tones of a prom­ise. “Af­ter you learn how to lose.” His face was se­ri­ous. “It should go with­out say­ing that I will ex­clude any­thing which could in­jure you or even cause you sig­nif­i­cant pain. The pain will come from the dif­fi­culty of los­ing, in­stead of fight­ing back and es­ca­lat­ing the bat­tle un­til you win.”
Harry’s breath was com­ing in short, pan­icky pants. He was more fright­ened than he’d been af­ter leav­ing the Po­tions class­room. “Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell,” he man­aged to say, “I don’t want you to get fired over this -”
“I will not be,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, “if you tell them af­ter­ward that it was nec­es­sary. And this I trust you to do.” For a mo­ment Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s voice turned very dry. “Be­lieve me, they have tol­er­ated worse in their hall­ways. This case will be ex­cep­tional only in that it hap­pens within a class­room.”
“Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell,” Harry whis­pered, but he thought his voice was still be­ing re­peated ev­ery­where, “do you re­ally be­lieve that if I don’t do this, I might hurt some­one?”
“Yes,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said sim­ply.
“Then,” Harry felt nau­seous, “I’ll do it.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell turned to re­gard the Slytherins. “So… with the full ap­proval of your teacher, and in such a fash­ion that Snape can­not be blamed for your ac­tions… do any of you wish to show your dom­i­nance over the Boy-Who-Lived? Shove him around, push him to the ground, hear him beg for your mercy?”
Five hands went up.
“Ev­ery­one with your hand raised, you are an ab­so­lute id­iot. What part of pre­tend­ing to lose did you not un­der­stand? If Harry Pot­ter does be­come the next Dark Lord he will hunt you down and kill you af­ter he grad­u­ates.”
The five hands dropped abruptly back to their desks.
“I won’t,” Harry said, his voice com­ing out rather weakly. “I swear never to take vengeance upon those who help me learn to lose. Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell… would you please… stop that?”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell sighed. “I am sorry, Mr. Pot­ter. I re­al­ize that you must find this equally an­noy­ing whether you in­tend to be­come a Dark Lord or not. But those chil­dren also had an im­por­tant life les­son to learn. Would it be ac­cept­able if I awarded you a Quir­rell point in apol­ogy?”
“Make it two,” Harry said.
There was a cur­rent of sur­prised laugh­ter, de­fus­ing some of the ten­sion.
“Done,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said.
“And af­ter I grad­u­ate I’m go­ing to hunt you down and tickle you.”
There was more laugh­ter, al­though Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell didn’t smile.
Harry felt like he was wrestling an ana­conda, try­ing to force the con­ver­sa­tion through the nar­row course that would make peo­ple re­al­ize he wasn’t a Dark Lord af­ter all… why was Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell so sus­pi­cious of him?
“Pro­fes­sor,” said Draco’s un­am­pli­fied voice. “It is also not my own am­bi­tion to be­come a stupid Dark Lord.”
There was a shocked si­lence in the class­room.
You don’t have to do this! Harry al­most blurted out loud, but checked him­self in time; Draco might not wish it known that he was do­ing this out of friend­ship for Harry… or out of the de­sire to ap­pear friendly…
Call­ing that a de­sire to ap­pear friendly made Harry feel small, and mean. If Draco had in­tended to im­press him, it was work­ing per­fectly.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was re­gard­ing Draco gravely. “You worry that you can­not pre­tend to lose, Mr. Mal­foy? That this flaw which de­scribes Mr. Pot­ter also de­scribes you? Surely your fa­ther taught you bet­ter.”
“When it comes to talk­ing, maybe,” said Draco, now on the re­peater screen. “Not when it comes to be­ing shoved around and pushed to the ground. I want to be fully as strong as you, Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s eye­brows went up and stayed up. “I am afraid, Mr. Mal­foy,” he said af­ter a time, “that the ar­range­ments I made for Mr. Pot­ter, in­volv­ing some older Slytherins who will be told af­ter­ward how stupid they were, would not carry over onto you. But it is my pro­fes­sional opin­ion that you are al­ready very strong. Should I hear that you have failed, as Mr. Pot­ter failed to­day, I will make the ap­pro­pri­ate ar­range­ments and apol­o­gize to you and whomever you have hurt. I do not think this will be nec­es­sary, how­ever.”
“I un­der­stand, pro­fes­sor,” said Draco.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell looked over the class. “Does any­one else wish to be­come strong?”
Some stu­dents glanced around ner­vously. Some, Harry thought from his back row, looked like they were open­ing their mouths but not say­ing any­thing. In the end, no one spoke.
“Draco Mal­foy will be one of the gen­er­als of your year’s armies,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, “should he deign to en­gage in that af­ter-school ac­tiv­ity. And now, Mr. Pot­ter, please come for­ward.”

Yes, Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had said, it must be in front of ev­ery­one, in front of your friends, be­cause that is where Snape con­fronted you and that is where you must learn to lose.
So now the first year watched. In mag­i­cally en­forced si­lence, and with re­quests from both Harry and the pro­fes­sor not to in­ter­vene. Hermione had her face turned away, but she hadn’t spo­ken out or even given him any sort of sig­nif­i­cant look, maybe be­cause she’d been there in Po­tions too.
Harry stood on a soft blue mat, such as might be found in a Mug­gle dojo, which Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had laid out upon the floor for when Harry was pushed down.
Harry was fright­ened of what he might do. If Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was right about his in­tent to kill…
Harry’s wand lay on Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s desk, not be­cause Harry knew any spells that could de­fend him, but be­cause oth­er­wise (Harry thought) he might have tried to jam it through some­one’s eye socket. His pouch lay there, now con­tain­ing his pro­tected but still po­ten­tially frag­ile Time-Turner.
Harry had pleaded with Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell to Trans­fig­ure him some box­ing gloves and lock them on his hands. Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had given him a look of silent un­der­stand­ing, and re­fused.
I will not go for their eyes, I will not go for their eyes, I will not go for their eyes, it would be the end of my life in Hog­warts, I’ll be ar­rested, Harry chanted to him­self, try­ing to ham­mer the thought into his brain, hop­ing it would stay there if his in­tent to kill took over.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell re­turned, es­cort­ing thir­teen older Slytherins of dif­fer­ent years. Harry rec­og­nized one of them as the one he’d hit with a pie. Two oth­ers from that con­fronta­tion were also present. The one who’d said to stop, that they re­ally shouldn’t do this, was miss­ing.
“I re­peat,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, sound­ing very stern, “Pot­ter is not to be re­ally hurt. Any and all ac­ci­dents will be treated as de­lib­er­ate. Do you un­der­stand?”
The older Slytherins nod­ded, grin­ning.
“Then please feel free to take the Boy-Who-Lived down a few pegs,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, with a twisted smile that only the first-years un­der­stood.
By some form of mu­tual con­sent, the pie-tar­get was at the front of the group.
“Pot­ter,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, “meet Mr. Pere­grine Der­rick. He is bet­ter than you and he is about to show you that.”
Der­rick strode for­ward and Harry’s brain screamed dis­cor­dantly, he must not run away, he must not fight back -
Der­rick stopped an arm’s length away from Harry.
Harry wasn’t an­gry yet, just fright­ened. And that meant he be­held a teenage boy fully half a me­ter taller than him­self, with clearly de­fined mus­cles, fa­cial hair, and a grin of ter­ri­ble an­tic­i­pa­tion.
“Ask him not to hurt you,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said. “Per­haps if he sees that you’re pa­thetic enough, he’ll de­cide that you’re bor­ing, and go away.”
There was laugh­ter from the watch­ing older Slytherins.
“Please,” Harry said, his voice fal­ter­ing, “don’t, hurt, me…”
“That didn’t sound very sin­cere,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
Der­rick’s smile widened. The clumsy im­be­cile was look­ing very su­pe­rior and…
…Harry’s blood tem­per­a­ture was drop­ping…
“Please don’t hurt me,” Harry tried again.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell shook his head. “How in Mer­lin’s name did you man­age to make that sound like an in­sult, Pot­ter? There is only one re­sponse you can pos­si­bly ex­pect from Mr. Der­rick.”
Der­rick stepped for­ward de­lib­er­ately, and bumped into Harry.
Harry stag­gered back a few feet and, be­fore he could stop him­self, straight­ened up icily.
“Wrong,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, “wrong, wrong, wrong.”
“You bumped into me, Pot­ter,” Der­rick said. “Apol­o­gize.”
“I’m sorry!”
“You don’t sound sorry,” said Der­rick.
Harry’s eyes widened in in­dig­na­tion, he had man­aged to make that sound plead­ing -
Der­rick pushed him, hard, and Harry fell to the mat on his hands and knees.
The blue fab­ric seemed to wa­ver in Harry’s vi­sion, not far away.
He was be­gin­ning to doubt Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s real mo­tives in teach­ing this so-called les­son.
A foot rested on Harry’s but­tocks and a mo­ment later Harry was pushed hard to the side, send­ing him sprawl­ing on his back.
Der­rick laughed. “This is fun,” he said.
All he had to do was say it was over. And re­port the whole thing to the Head­mas­ter’s of­fice. That would be the end of this De­fense Pro­fes­sor and his ill-fated stay at Hog­warts and… Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall would be an­gry about that, but…
(An im­age of Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall’s face flashed be­fore his eyes, she didn’t look an­gry, just sad -)
“Now tell him that he’s bet­ter than you, Pot­ter,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s voice.
“You’re, bet­ter, than, me.”
Harry started to raise him­self and Der­rick put a foot on his chest and shoved him back down to the mat.
The world was be­com­ing trans­par­ent as crys­tal. Lines of ac­tion and their con­se­quences stretched out be­fore him in ut­ter clar­ity. The fool wouldn’t be ex­pect­ing him to strike back, a quick hit in the groin would stun him long enough for -
“Try again,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell and with a sud­den sharp mo­tion Harry rolled and sprang to his feet and whirled on where stood his real en­emy, the De­fense Pro­fes­sor -
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, “You have no pa­tience.”
Harry fal­tered. His mind, well-honed in pes­simism, drew a pic­ture of a wiz­ened old man with blood pour­ing from his mouth af­ter Harry had ripped his tongue out -
A mo­ment later, Der­rick pushed Harry to the mat again and then sat down on him, send­ing Harry’s breath whoosh­ing out.
“Stop!” Harry screamed. “Please stop!”
“Bet­ter,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “That even sounded sin­cere.”
It had been. That was the hor­ri­ble thing, the sick­en­ing thing, it had been sin­cere. Harry was pant­ing rapidly, fear and cold anger both flush­ing through him -
“Lose,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
“I, lose,” Harry forced out.
“I like it,” Der­rick said from on top of him. “Lose some more.”

Hands shoved Harry, send­ing him stum­bling across the cir­cle of older Slytherins to an­other set of hands that shoved him again. Harry had long since passed the point of try­ing not to cry, and was now just try­ing not to fall down.
“What are you, Pot­ter?” said Der­rick.
“A, l-loser, I lose, I give up, you win, you’re b-bet­ter, than me, please stop -”
Harry tripped over a foot and went crash­ing to the ground, hands not quite able to catch him­self. He was dazed for a mo­ment, then be­gan strug­gling to his feet again -
“Enough!” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s voice, sound­ing sharp enough to cut iron. “Step away from Mr. Pot­ter!”
Harry saw the sur­prised looks on their faces. The chill in his blood, which had been flow­ing and ebbing, smiled in cold sat­is­fac­tion.
Then Harry col­lapsed to the mat.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell talked. There were gasps from the older Slytherins.
“And I be­lieve the scion of Mal­foy has some­thing he wants to ex­plain to you as well,” fin­ished Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
Draco’s voice started talk­ing. His voice sounded al­most as sharp as pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s, it had ac­quired the same ca­dence Draco had used to im­i­tate his fa­ther, and it was say­ing things like could have put Slytherin House in jeop­ardy and who knows how many al­lies in this school alone and to­tal lack of aware­ness, never mind cun­ning and dull thugs, use­ful for noth­ing but lack­eys and some­thing in Harry’s hind­brain, de­spite ev­ery­thing he knew, was des­ig­nat­ing Draco as an ally.
Harry ached all over, was prob­a­bly bruised, his body felt cold, his mind ut­terly ex­hausted. He tried to think of Fawkes’s song, but with­out the phoenix present he couldn’t re­mem­ber the melody and when he tried to imag­ine it he couldn’t seem to think of any­thing ex­cept a bird chirp­ing.
Then Draco stopped talk­ing and Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell told the older Slytherins they were dis­missed, and Harry opened his eyes and strug­gled to sit up, “Wait,” Harry said, forc­ing the words out, “there’s some­thing, I want, to say, to them -”
“Wait on Mr. Pot­ter,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said coldly to the de­part­ing Slytherins.
Harry swayed to his feet. He was care­ful not to look in the di­rec­tion of his class­mates. He didn’t want to see how they were look­ing at him now. He didn’t want to see their pity.
So in­stead Harry looked at the older Slytherins, who still seemed to be in a state of shock. They stared back at him. Dread was on their faces.
His dark side, when it was in con­trol, had held to the imag­i­na­tion of this mo­ment, and went on pre­tend­ing to lose.
Harry said, “No one will -”
“Stop,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “If that’s what I think it is, please wait un­til af­ter they’re gone. They’ll hear about it later. We all have our lessons to learn, Mr. Pot­ter.”
“All right,” Harry said.
“You. Go.”
The older Slytherins fled and the door closed be­hind them.
“No one’s to take any re­venge on them,” Harry said hoarsely. “That’s a re­quest to any­one who con­sid­ers them­selves my friend. I had my les­son to learn, they helped me learn it, they had their les­son to learn too, it’s over. If you tell this story, make sure you tell that part too.”
Harry turned to look at Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
“You lost,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, his voice gen­tle for the first time. It sounded strange com­ing from the pro­fes­sor, like his voice shouldn’t even be able to do that.
Harry had lost. There had been mo­ments when the cold anger had faded en­tirely, re­placed by fear, and dur­ing those mo­ments he’d begged the older Slytherins and he’d meant it…
“And are you yet alive?” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, still with that strange gen­tle­ness.
Harry man­aged to nod.
“Not all los­ing is like this,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “There are com­pro­mises and ne­go­ti­ated sur­ren­ders. There are other ways to pla­cate bul­lies. There is a whole art form to ma­nip­u­lat­ing oth­ers by let­ting them be dom­i­nant over you. But first, los­ing must be think­able. Will you re­mem­ber how you lost?”
“Yes.”
“Will you be able to lose?”
“I… think so…”
“I think so too.” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell bowed so low that his thin hair al­most touched the floor. “Con­grat­u­la­tions, Harry Pot­ter, you win.”
There was no sin­gle source, no first mover, the ap­plause started all at once like a mas­sive thun­der­clap.
Harry’s couldn’t keep the shock from his face. He risked a glance at his class­mates, and he saw their faces show­ing not pity but awe. The ap­plause was com­ing from Raven­claw and Gryffindor and Huf­flepuff and even Slytherin, prob­a­bly be­cause Draco Mal­foy was ap­plaud­ing too. Some stu­dents were stand­ing up from their chairs and half of Gryffindor was stand­ing on their desks.
So Harry stood there, sway­ing, let­ting their re­spect wash over him, feel­ing stronger, and maybe even a lit­tle healed.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell waited for the ap­plause to die away. It took quite a while.
“Sur­prised, Mr. Pot­ter?” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said. His voice sounded amused. “You have just found out that the real world does not al­ways work like your worst night­mares. Yes, if you had been some poor anony­mous boy be­ing abused, then they would prob­a­bly have re­spected you less af­ter­ward, pitied you even as they com­forted you from their loftier perches. That is hu­man na­ture, I’m afraid. But you they al­ready know for a fig­ure of power. And they saw you con­front your fear and keep con­fronting it, even though you could have walked away at any time. Did you think less of me when I told you that I had de­lib­er­ately en­dured be­ing spat upon?”
Harry felt a burn­ing sen­sa­tion in his throat and fran­ti­cally clamped down. He didn’t trust this mirac­u­lous re­spect enough to start cry­ing again in front of it.
“Your ex­tra­or­di­nary achieve­ment in my class de­serves an ex­tra­or­di­nary re­ward, Harry Pot­ter. Please ac­cept it with my com­pli­ments on be­half of my House, and re­mem­ber from this day for­ward that not all Slytherins are alike. There are Slytherins, and then there are Slytherins.” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was smil­ing quite broadly as he said this. “Fifty-one points to Raven­claw.”
There was a shocked pause and then pan­de­mo­nium broke out among the Raven­claw stu­dents, howl­ing and whistling and cheer­ing.
(And in the same mo­ment Harry felt some­thing wrong about that, Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall had been right, there should have been con­se­quences, there should have been a cost and a price to be paid, you couldn’t just put ev­ery­thing back the way it was like that -)
But Harry saw the elated faces in Raven­claw and knew he couldn’t pos­si­bly say no.
His brain made a sug­ges­tion. It was a good sug­ges­tion. Harry could not even be­lieve his brain was still keep­ing him up­right, let alone pro­duc­ing good sug­ges­tions.
“Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell,” Harry said, as clearly as he could through his burn­ing throat. “You are ev­ery­thing a mem­ber of your House should be, and I think you must be just what Salazar Slytherin had in mind when he helped found Hog­warts. I thank you and your House,” Draco was very slightly nod­ding and sub­tly turn­ing his fin­ger, keep go­ing, “and I think this calls for three cheers for Slytherin. With me, ev­ery­one?” Harry paused. “Huz­zah!” Only a few peo­ple man­aged to join in on the first try. ”Huz­zah!” This time most of Raven­claw was in on it. ”Huz­zah!” That was al­most all of Raven­claw, a scat­ter­ing of Huf­flepuffs and around a quar­ter of Gryffindor.
Draco’s hand moved into a small, quick, thumbs-up ges­ture.
Most of the Slytherins had ex­pres­sions of sheer shock. A few were star­ing at Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell in won­der. Blaise Zabini was look­ing at Harry with a cal­cu­lat­ing, in­trigued ex­pres­sion.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell bowed. “Thank you, Harry Pot­ter,” he said, still with that broad smile. He turned to the class. “Now, be­lieve it or not, we still have half an hour left in this ses­sion, and that is enough to in­tro­duce the Sim­ple Shield. Mr. Pot­ter, of course, is go­ing off and tak­ing a well-earned rest.”
“I can -”
“Id­iot,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said fondly. The class was al­ready laugh­ing. “Your class­mates can teach you af­ter­ward, or I’ll tu­tor you pri­vately if that’s what it takes. But right now, you’re go­ing through the third door from the left in the back of the stage, where you will find a bed, an as­sort­ment of ex­cep­tion­ally tasty snacks, and some ex­tremely light read­ing from the Hog­warts li­brary. You may not take any­thing else with you, par­tic­u­larly not your text­books. Now go.”
Harry went.









Chap­ter 19. Bayes’s The­o­rem

Harry stared up at the gray ceil­ing of the small room, from where he lay on the por­ta­ble yet soft bed that had been placed there. He’d eaten quite a lot of Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s snacks - in­tri­cate con­fec­tions of choco­late and other sub­stances, dusted with sparkling sprin­kles and jew­eled with tiny sugar gems, look­ing highly ex­pen­sive and prov­ing, in fact, to be quite tasty. Harry hadn’t felt the least bit guilty about it ei­ther, this he had earned.
He hadn’t tried to sleep. Harry had a feel­ing that he wouldn’t like what hap­pened when he closed his eyes.
He hadn’t tried to read. He wouldn’t have been able to fo­cus.
Funny how Harry’s brain just seemed to keep on run­ning and run­ning, never shut­ting down no mat­ter how tired it got. It got stu­pider but it re­fused to switch off.
But there was, there re­ally and truly was a feel­ing of tri­umph.
Anti-Dark-Lord-Harry pro­gram, +1 point didn’t be­gin to cover it. Harry won­dered what the Sort­ing Hat would say now, if he could put it on his head.
No won­der Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had ac­cused Harry of head­ing down the path of a Dark Lord. Harry had been too slow on the up­take, he should have seen the par­al­lel right away -
Un­der­stand that the Dark Lord did not win that day. His goal was to learn mar­tial arts, and yet he left with­out a sin­gle les­son.
Harry had en­tered the Po­tions class with the in­tent to learn Po­tions. He’d left with­out a sin­gle les­son.
And Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had heard, and un­der­stood with fright­en­ing pre­ci­sion, and reached out and yanked Harry off that path, the path that led to his be­com­ing a copy of You-Know-Who.
There was a knock at the door. “Classes are over,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s quiet voice.
Harry ap­proached the door and found him­self sud­denly ner­vous. Then the ten­sion di­min­ished as he heard Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s foot­steps mov­ing away from the door.
What on Earth is that about? Is it what’s go­ing to get him fired even­tu­ally?
Harry opened the door, and saw that Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was now wait­ing sev­eral bodylengths away.
Does Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell feel it too?
They walked across the now-de­serted stage to Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s desk, which Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell leaned on; and Harry, as be­fore, stopped short of the dais.
“So,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said. There was a friendly sense about him some­how, even though his face still kept its usual se­ri­ous­ness. “What was it you wanted to talk to me about, Mr. Pot­ter?”
I have a mys­te­ri­ous dark side. But Harry couldn’t just blurt it out like that.
“Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell,” Harry said, “am I off the path to be­com­ing a Dark Lord, now?”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell looked at Harry. “Mr. Pot­ter,” he said solemnly, with only a slight grin, “a word of ad­vice. There is such a thing as a per­for­mance which is too per­fect. Real peo­ple who have just been beaten and hu­mil­i­ated for fif­teen min­utes do not stand up and gra­ciously for­give their en­e­mies. It is the sort of thing you do when you’re try­ing to con­vince ev­ery­one you’re not Dark, not -”
“I can’t be­lieve this! You can’t have ev­ery pos­si­ble ob­ser­va­tion con­firm your the­ory!”
“And that was a tri­fle too much in­dig­na­tion.”
“What on Earth do I have to do to con­vince you?”
“To con­vince me that you har­bor no am­bi­tions of be­com­ing a Dark Lord?” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, now look­ing out­right amused. “I sup­pose you could just raise your right hand.”
“What?” Harry said blankly. “But I can raise my right hand whether or not I -” Harry stopped, feel­ing rather stupid.
“In­deed,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “You can just as eas­ily do it ei­ther way. There is noth­ing you can do to con­vince me be­cause I would know that was ex­actly what you were try­ing to do. And if we are to be even more pre­cise, then while I sup­pose it is barely pos­si­ble that per­fectly good peo­ple ex­ist even though I have never met one, it is none­the­less im­prob­a­ble that some­one would be beaten for fif­teen min­utes and then stand up and feel a great surge of kindly for­give­ness for his at­tack­ers. On the other hand it is less im­prob­a­ble that a young child would imag­ine this as the role to play in or­der to con­vince his teacher and class­mates that he is not the next Dark Lord. The im­port of an act lies not in what that act re­sem­bles on the sur­face, Mr. Pot­ter, but in the states of mind which make that act more or less prob­a­ble.”
Harry blinked. He’d just had the di­chotomy be­tween the rep­re­sen­ta­tive­ness heuris­tic and the Bayesian def­i­ni­tion of ev­i­dence ex­plained to him by a wiz­ard.
“But then again,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, “any­one can want to im­press their friends. That need not be Dark. So with­out it be­ing any kind of ad­mis­sion, Mr. Pot­ter, tell me hon­estly. What thought was in your mind at the mo­ment when you for­bade any vengeance? Was that thought a true im­pulse to for­give­ness? Or was it an aware­ness of how your class­mates would see the act?”
Some­times we make our own phoenix song.
But Harry didn’t say it out loud. It was clear that Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell wouldn’t be­lieve him, and would prob­a­bly re­spect him less for try­ing to ut­ter such a trans­par­ent lie.
Af­ter a few mo­ments of si­lence, Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell smiled with sat­is­fac­tion. “Be­lieve it or not, Mr. Pot­ter,” said the pro­fes­sor, “you need not fear me for hav­ing dis­cov­ered your se­cret. I am not go­ing to tell you to give up on be­com­ing the next Dark Lord. If I could turn back the hands of time and some­how re­move that am­bi­tion from the mind of my child self, the self of this present time would not ben­e­fit from the al­ter­ation. For as long as I thought that was my goal, it drove me to study and learn and re­fine my­self and be­come stronger. We be­come what we are meant to be by fol­low­ing our de­sires wher­ever they lead. That is the in­sight of Salazar. Ask me to show you to the li­brary sec­tion which holds those same books I read as a thir­teen-year-old, and I will hap­pily lead the way.”
“For the love of crap,” Harry said, and sat down on the hard mar­ble floor, and then lay back on the floor, star­ing up at the dis­tant arches of the ceil­ing. It was as close as he could come to col­laps­ing in de­spair with­out hurt­ing him­self.
“Still too much in­dig­na­tion,” ob­served Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. Harry wasn’t look­ing but he could hear the sup­pressed laugh­ter in the voice.
Then Harry re­al­ized.
“Ac­tu­ally, I think I know what’s con­fus­ing you here,” Harry said. “That was what I wanted to talk to you about, in fact. Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, I think that what you’re see­ing is my mys­te­ri­ous dark side.”
There was a pause.
“Your… dark side…”
Harry sat up. Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was re­gard­ing him with one of the strangest ex­pres­sions Harry had seen on any­one’s face, let alone any­one as dig­ni­fied as Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
“It hap­pens when I get an­gry,” Harry ex­plained. “My blood runs cold, ev­ery­thing gets cold, ev­ery­thing seems per­fectly clear… In ret­ro­spect it’s been with me for a while - in my first year of Mug­gle school, some­one tried to take away my ball dur­ing re­cess and I held it be­hind my back and kicked him in the so­lar plexus which I’d read was a weak point, and the other kids didn’t bother me af­ter that. And I bit a math teacher when she wouldn’t ac­cept my dom­i­nance. But it’s only just re­cently that I’ve been un­der enough stress to no­tice that it’s an ac­tual, you know, mys­te­ri­ous dark side, and not just an anger man­age­ment prob­lem like the school psy­chol­o­gist said. And I don’t have any su­per mag­i­cal pow­ers when it hap­pens, that was one of the first things I checked.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell rubbed his nose. “Let me think about this,” he said.
Harry waited in si­lence for a full minute. He used that time to stand up, which was more dif­fi­cult than he had ex­pected.
“Well,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said af­ter a while. “I sup­pose there was some­thing you could say that would con­vince me.”
“I have al­ready guessed that my dark side is re­ally just an­other part of me and that the an­swer isn’t to never be­come an­gry but to learn to stay in con­trol by ac­cept­ing it, I’m not dumb or any­thing and I’ve seen this story enough times to know where it’s go­ing, but it’s hard and you seem like the per­son to help me.”
“Well… yes… very per­spi­ca­cious of you, Mr. Pot­ter, I must say… that side of you is, as you seem to have al­ready sur­mised, your in­tent to kill, which as you say is a part of you…”
“And needs to be trained,” Harry said, com­plet­ing the pat­tern.
“And needs to be trained, yes.” That strange ex­pres­sion was still on Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s face. “Mr. Pot­ter, if you truly do not wish to be the next Dark Lord, then what was the am­bi­tion which the Sort­ing Hat tried to con­vince you to aban­don, the am­bi­tion for which you were Sorted into Slytherin?”
“I was Sorted into Raven­claw!”
“Mr. Pot­ter,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, now with a much more usual-look­ing dry smile, “I know you are ac­cus­tomed to ev­ery­one around you be­ing a fool, but please do not mis­take me for one of them. The like­li­hood that the Sort­ing Hat would play its first prank in eight hun­dred years while it was upon your head is so small as to not be worth con­sid­er­ing. I sup­pose it is barely pos­si­ble that you snapped your fin­gers and in­vented some sim­ple and clever way to de­feat the anti-tam­per­ing spells upon the Hat, though I my­self can think of no such method. But by far the most prob­a­ble ex­pla­na­tion is that Dum­b­le­dore de­cided he was not happy with the Hat’s choice for the Boy-Who-Lived. This is ev­i­dent to any­one with the tini­est smidgin of com­mon sense, so your se­cret is safe at Hog­warts.”
Harry opened his mouth, then closed it again with a feel­ing of com­plete help­less­ness. Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was wrong, but wrong in such a con­vinc­ing way that Harry was start­ing to think that it sim­ply was the ra­tio­nal judg­ment given the ev­i­dence avail­able to Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. There were times, never pre­dictable times but still some­times, when you would get im­prob­a­ble ev­i­dence and the best know­able guess would be wrong. If you had a med­i­cal test that was only wrong one time in a thou­sand, some­times it would still be wrong any­way.
“Can I ask you never to re­peat what I’m about to say?” said Harry.
“Ab­so­lutely,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “Con­sider me asked.”
Harry wasn’t a fool ei­ther. “Can I con­sider you to have said yes?”
“Very good, Mr. Pot­ter. You may in­deed so con­sider.”
“Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell -”
“I won’t re­peat what you’re about to say,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, smil­ing.
They both laughed, then Harry turned se­ri­ous again. “The Sort­ing Hat did seem to think I was go­ing to end up as a Dark Lord un­less I went to Huf­flepuff,” Harry said. “But I don’t want to be one.”
“Mr. Pot­ter…” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “Don’t take this the wrong way. I prom­ise you will not be graded on the an­swer. I only want to know your own, hon­est re­ply. Why not?”
Harry had that help­less feel­ing again. Thou shalt not be­come a Dark Lord was such an ob­vi­ous the­o­rem in his moral sys­tem that it was hard to de­scribe the ac­tual proof steps. “Um, peo­ple would get hurt?”
“Surely you’ve wanted to hurt peo­ple,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “You wanted to hurt those bul­lies to­day. Be­ing a Dark Lord means that peo­ple you want to hurt get hurt.”
Harry floun­dered for words and then de­cided to sim­ply go with the ob­vi­ous. “First of all, just be­cause I want to hurt some­one doesn’t mean it’s right -”
“What makes some­thing right, if not your want­ing it?”
“Ah,” Harry said, “pref­er­ence util­i­tar­i­an­ism.”
“Par­don me?” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
“It’s the eth­i­cal the­ory that the good is what sat­is­fies the pref­er­ences of the most peo­ple -”
“No,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said. His fin­gers rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I don’t think that’s quite what I was try­ing to say. Mr. Pot­ter, in the end peo­ple all do what they want to do. Some­times peo­ple give names like ‘right’ to things they want to do, but how could we pos­si­bly act on any­thing but our own de­sires?”
“Well, ob­vi­ously,” Harry said. “I couldn’t act on moral con­sid­er­a­tions if they lacked the power to move me. But that doesn’t mean my want­ing to hurt those Slytherins has the power to move me more than moral con­sid­er­a­tions!”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell blinked.
“Not to men­tion,” Harry said, “be­ing a Dark Lord would mean that a lot of in­no­cent by­standers got hurt too!”
“Why does that mat­ter to you?” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said. “What have they done for you?”
Harry laughed. “Oh, now that was around as sub­tle as At­las Shrugged.”
“Par­don me?” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said again.
“It’s a book that my par­ents wouldn’t let me read be­cause they thought it would cor­rupt me, so of course I read it any­way and I was of­fended they thought I would fall for any traps that ob­vi­ous. Blah blah blah, ap­peal to my sense of su­pe­ri­or­ity, other peo­ple are try­ing to keep me down, blah blah blah.”
“So you’re say­ing I need to make my traps less ob­vi­ous?” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. He tapped a fin­ger on his cheek, look­ing thought­ful. “I can work on that.”
They both laughed.
“But to stay with the cur­rent ques­tion,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, “what have all these other peo­ple done for you?”
“Other peo­ple have done huge amounts for me!” Harry said. “My par­ents took me in when my par­ents died be­cause they were good peo­ple, and to be­come a Dark Lord is to be­tray that!”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was silent for a time.
“I con­fess,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell qui­etly, “when I was your age, that thought could not ever have come to me.”
“I’m sorry,” Harry said.
“Don’t be,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “It was long ago, and I re­solved my parental is­sues to my own sat­is­fac­tion. So you are held back by the thought of your par­ents’ dis­ap­proval? Does that mean that if they died in an ac­ci­dent, there would be noth­ing left to stop you from -”
“No,” Harry said. “Just no. It is their im­pulse to kind­ness which shel­tered me. That im­pulse is not only in my par­ents. And that im­pulse is what would be be­trayed.”
“In any case, Mr. Pot­ter, you have not an­swered my orig­i­nal ques­tion,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell fi­nally. “What is your am­bi­tion?”
“Oh,” said Harry. “Um..” He or­ga­nized his thoughts. “To un­der­stand ev­ery­thing im­por­tant there is to know about the uni­verse, ap­ply that knowl­edge to be­come om­nipo­tent, and use that power to re­write re­al­ity be­cause I have some ob­jec­tions to the way it works now.”
There was a slight pause.
“For­give me if this is a stupid ques­tion, Mr. Pot­ter,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, “but are you sure you did not just con­fess to want­ing to be a Dark Lord?”
“That’s only if you use your power for evil,” ex­plained Harry. “If you use the power for good, you’re a Light Lord.”
“I see,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said. He tapped his other cheek with a fin­ger. “I sup­pose I can work with that. But Mr. Pot­ter, while the scope of your am­bi­tion is wor­thy of Salazar him­self, how ex­actly do you pro­pose to go about it? Is step one to be­come a great fight­ing wiz­ard, or Head Un­speak­able, or Min­is­ter of Magic, or -”
“Step one is to be­come a sci­en­tist.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was look­ing at Harry as if he’d just turned into a cat.
“A sci­en­tist,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said af­ter a while.
Harry nod­ded.
“A sci­en­tist?” re­peated Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
“Yes,” Harry said. “I shall achieve my ob­jec­tives through the power… of Sci­ence!”
“A sci­en­tist!” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. There was gen­uine in­dig­na­tion on his face, and his voice had grown stronger and sharper. “You could be the best of all my stu­dents! The great­est fight­ing wiz­ard to come out of Hog­warts in five decades! I can­not pic­ture you wast­ing your days in a white lab coat do­ing point­less things to rats!”
“Hey!” said Harry. “There’s more to sci­ence than that! Not that there’s any­thing wrong with ex­per­i­ment­ing on rats, of course. But sci­ence is how you go about un­der­stand­ing and con­trol­ling the uni­verse -”
“Fool,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, in a voice of quiet, bit­ter in­ten­sity. “You’re a fool, Harry Pot­ter.” He passed a hand over his face, and when that hand had passed, his face was calmer. “Or more likely you have not yet found your true am­bi­tion. May I strongly rec­om­mend that you try to be­come a Dark Lord in­stead? I will do any­thing I can to help as a mat­ter of pub­lic ser­vice.”
“You don’t like sci­ence,” Harry said slowly. “Why not?”
“Those fool Mug­gles will kill us all some­day!” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s voice had grown louder. “They will end it! End all of it!”
Harry was feel­ing a bit lost here. “What are we talk­ing about here, nu­clear weapons?”
“Yes, nu­clear weapons!” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was al­most shout­ing now. “Even He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named never used those, per­haps be­cause he didn’t want to rule over a heap of ash! They never should have been made! And it will only get worse with time!” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was stand­ing up straight in­stead of lean­ing on his desk. “There are gates you do not open, there are seals you do not breach! The fools who can’t re­sist med­dling are killed by the lesser per­ils early on, and the sur­vivors all know that there are se­crets you do not share with any­one who lacks the in­tel­li­gence and the dis­ci­pline to dis­cover them for them­selves! Ev­ery pow­er­ful wiz­ard knows that! Even the most ter­ri­ble Dark Wiz­ards know that! And those id­iot Mug­gles can’t seem to fig­ure it out! The ea­ger lit­tle fools who dis­cov­ered the se­cret of nu­clear weapons didn’t keep it to them­selves, they told their fool politi­cians and now we must live un­der the con­stant threat of an­ni­hi­la­tion!”
This was a rather dif­fer­ent way of look­ing at things than Harry had grown up with. It had never oc­curred to him that nu­clear physi­cists should have formed a con­spir­acy of si­lence to keep the se­cret of nu­clear weapons from any­one not smart enough to be a nu­clear physi­cist. The thought was in­trigu­ing, if noth­ing else. Would they have had se­cret pass­words? Would they have had masks?
(Ac­tu­ally, for all Harry knew, there were all sorts of in­cred­i­bly de­struc­tive se­crets which physi­cists kept to them­selves, and the se­cret of nu­clear weapons was the only one that had es­caped into the wild. The world would look the same to him ei­ther way.)
“I’ll have to think about that,” Harry said to Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “It’s a new idea to me. And one of the hid­den se­crets of sci­ence, passed down from a few rare teach­ers to their grad stu­dents, is how to avoid flush­ing new ideas down the toi­let the in­stant you hear one you don’t like.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell blinked again.
“Is there any sort of sci­ence you do ap­prove of?” said Harry. “Medicine, maybe?”
“Space travel,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “But the Mug­gles seem to be drag­ging their feet on the one project which might have let wiz­ard­kind es­cape this planet be­fore they blow it up.”
Harry nod­ded. “I’m a big fan of the space pro­gram too. At least we have that much in com­mon.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell looked at Harry. Some­thing flick­ered in the pro­fes­sor’s eyes. “I will have your word, your prom­ise and your oath never to speak of what fol­lows.”
“You have it,” Harry said im­me­di­ately.
“See to it that you keep your oath or you will not like the re­sults,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “I will now cast a rare and pow­er­ful spell, not on you, but on the class­room around us. Stand still, so that you do not touch the bound­aries of the spell once it has been cast. You must not in­ter­act with the magic which I am main­tain­ing. Look only. Oth­er­wise I will end the spell.” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell paused. “And try not to fall over.”
Harry nod­ded, puz­zled and an­tic­i­pa­tory.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell raised his wand and said some­thing that Harry’s ears and mind couldn’t grasp at all, words that by­passed aware­ness and van­ished into obliv­ion.
The mar­ble in a short ra­dius around Harry’s feet stayed con­stant. All the other mar­ble of the floor van­ished, the walls and ceil­ings van­ished.
Harry stood on a small cir­cle of white mar­ble in the midst of an end­less field of stars, burn­ing ter­ri­bly bright and un­wa­ver­ing. There was no Earth, no Moon, no Sun that Harry rec­og­nized. Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell stood in the same place as be­fore, float­ing in the midst of the starfield. The Milky Way was al­ready vis­i­ble as a great wash of light and it grew brighter as Harry’s vi­sion ad­justed to the dark­ness.
The sight wrenched at Harry’s heart like noth­ing he had ever seen.
“Are we… in space…?”
“No,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. His voice was sad, and rev­er­ent. “But it is a true im­age.”
Tears came into Harry’s eyes. He wiped them away fran­ti­cally, he would not miss this for some stupid wa­ter blur­ring his vi­sion.
The stars were no longer tiny jew­els set in a gi­ant vel­vet dome, as they were in the night sky of Earth. Here there was no sky above, no sur­round­ing sphere. Only points of per­fect light against per­fect black­ness, an in­fi­nite and empty void with count­less tiny holes through which shone the bril­liance from some unimag­in­able realm be­yond.
In space, the stars looked ter­ri­bly, ter­ri­bly, ter­ri­bly far away.
Harry kept on wip­ing his eyes, over and over.
“Some­times,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said in a voice so quiet it al­most wasn’t there, “when this flawed world seems un­usu­ally hate­ful, I won­der whether there might be some other place, far away, where I should have been. I can­not seem to imag­ine what that place might be, and if I can’t even imag­ine it then how can I be­lieve it ex­ists? And yet the uni­verse is so very, very wide, and per­haps it might ex­ist any­way? But the stars are so very, very far away. It would take a long, long time to get there, even if I knew the way. And I won­der what I would dream about, if I slept for a long, long time…”
Though it felt like sac­ri­lege, Harry man­aged a whis­per. “Please let me stay here awhile.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell nod­ded, where he stood un­sup­ported against the stars.
It was easy to for­get the small cir­cle of mar­ble on which you stood, and your own body, and be­come a point of aware­ness which might have been still, or might have been mov­ing. With all dis­tances in­cal­cu­la­ble there was no way to tell.
There was a time of no time.
And then the stars van­ished, and the class­room re­turned.
“I’m sorry,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, “but we’re about to have com­pany.”
“It’s fine,” Harry whis­pered. “It was enough.” He would never for­get this day, and not be­cause of the unim­por­tant things that had hap­pened ear­lier. He would learn how to cast that spell if it was the last thing he ever learned.
Then the heavy oaken doors of the class­room blasted off their hinges and skit­tered across the mar­ble floor with a high-pitched shriek.
“QUIR­I­NUS! HOW DARE YOU!”
Like a vast thun­der­cloud, an an­cient and pow­er­ful wiz­ard blew into the room, a look of such in­can­des­cent rage upon his face that the stern look he had ear­lier turned upon Harry seemed like noth­ing.
There was a wrench of dis­ori­en­ta­tion in Harry’s mind as the part that wanted to run away scream­ing from the scari­est thing it had ever seen ran away, ro­tat­ing into place a part of him which could take the shock.
None of Harry’s facets were happy about hav­ing their star-gaz­ing in­ter­rupted. “Head­mas­ter Al­bus Per­ci­val -” Harry started to say in icy tones.
WHAM. Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s hand came down hard upon his desk. “Mr. Pot­ter!” barked Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “This is the Head­mas­ter of Hog­warts and you are a mere stu­dent! You will ad­dress him ap­pro­pri­ately!”
Harry looked at Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was giv­ing Harry a stern glare.
Nei­ther of them smiled.
Dum­b­le­dore’s long strides had come to a halt be­fore where Harry stood in front of the dais and Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell stood by his desk. The Head­mas­ter stared in shock at both of them.
“I’m sorry,” Harry said in meekly po­lite tones. “Head­mas­ter, thank you for want­ing to pro­tect me, but Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell did the right thing.”
Slowly, Dum­b­le­dore’s ex­pres­sion changed from some­thing that would va­por­ize steel into some­thing merely an­gry. “I heard stu­dents say­ing that this man had you abused by older Slytherins! That he for­bade you to de­fend your­self!”
Harry nod­ded. “He knew ex­actly what was wrong with me and he showed me how to fix it.”
“Harry, what are you talk­ing about?”
“I was teach­ing him how to lose,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said dryly. “It’s an im­por­tant life skill.”
It was ap­par­ent that Dum­b­le­dore still didn’t un­der­stand, but his voice had low­ered in reg­is­ter. “Harry…” he said slowly. “If there’s any threat the De­fense Pro­fes­sor has of­fered you to pre­vent you from com­plain­ing -”
You lu­natic, af­ter to­day of all days do you re­ally think I -
“Head­mas­ter,” Harry said, try­ing to look abashed, “what’s wrong with me isn’t that I keep quiet about abu­sive pro­fes­sors.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell chuck­led. “Not per­fect, Mr. Pot­ter, but good enough for your first day. Head­mas­ter, did you stay long enough to hear about the fifty-one points for Raven­claw, or did you storm out as soon as you heard the first part?”
A brief look of dis­con­cert­ment crossed Dum­b­le­dore’s face, fol­lowed by sur­prise. “Fifty-one points for Raven­claw?”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell nod­ded. “He wasn’t ex­pect­ing them, but it seemed ap­pro­pri­ate. Tell Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall that I think the story of what Mr. Pot­ter went through to earn back the lost points will do just as well to make her point. No, Head­mas­ter, Mr. Pot­ter didn’t tell me any­thing. It’s easy to see which part of to­day’s events are her work, just as I know that the fi­nal com­pro­mise was your own sug­ges­tion. Though I won­der how on Earth Mr. Pot­ter was able to gain the up­per hand over both Snape and you and then Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall was able to gain the up­per hand over him.”
Some­how Harry man­aged to con­trol his face. Was it that ob­vi­ous to a real Slytherin?
Dum­b­le­dore came closer to Harry, scru­ti­niz­ing. “Your color looks a lit­tle off, Harry,” the old wiz­ard said. He peered closely at Harry’s face. “What did you have for lunch to­day?”
“What?” Harry said, his mind wob­bling in sud­den con­fu­sion. Why would Dum­b­le­dore be ask­ing about deep-fried lamb and thin-sliced broc­coli when that was just about the last prob­a­ble cause of -
The old wiz­ard straight­ened up. “Never mind, then. I think you’re fine.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell coughed, loudly and de­lib­er­ately. Harry looked at the pro­fes­sor, and saw that Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was star­ing sharply at Dum­b­le­dore.
“Ah-hem!” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said again.
Dum­b­le­dore and Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell locked eyes, and some­thing seemed to pass be­tween them.
“If you don’t tell him,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said then, “I will, even if you fire me for it.”
Dum­b­le­dore sighed and turned back to Harry. “I apol­o­gize for in­vad­ing your men­tal pri­vacy, Mr. Pot­ter,” the Head­mas­ter said for­mally. “I had no pur­pose ex­cept to de­ter­mine if Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell had done the same.”
What?
The con­fu­sion lasted just ex­actly as long as it took Harry to un­der­stand what had just hap­pened.
“You - !”
“Gen­tly, Mr. Pot­ter,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. His face was hard, how­ever, as he stared at Dum­b­le­dore.
“Legili­mency is some­times mis­taken for com­mon sense,” said the Head­mas­ter. “But it leaves traces which an­other skill­ful Legili­mens can de­tect. That was all I looked for, Mr. Pot­ter, and I asked you an ir­rel­e­vant ques­tion to en­sure you wouldn’t think about any­thing im­por­tant while I looked.”
“You should have asked first!”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell shook his head. “No, Mr. Pot­ter, the Head­mas­ter had some jus­ti­fi­ca­tion for his con­cerns, and had he asked for per­mis­sion you would have thought of ex­actly those things you did not wish him to see.” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s voice grew sharper. “I am rather more con­cerned, Head­mas­ter, that you saw no need to tell him af­ter­ward!”
“You have now made it more dif­fi­cult to con­firm his men­tal pri­vacy on fu­ture oc­ca­sions,” Dum­b­le­dore said. He fa­vored Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell with a cold look. “Was that your in­ten­tion, I won­der?”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s ex­pres­sion was im­pla­ca­ble. “There are too many Legili­mens in this school. I in­sist that Mr. Pot­ter re­ceive in­struc­tion in Oc­clu­mency. Will you per­mit me to be his tu­tor?”
“Ab­so­lutely not,” Dum­b­le­dore said at once.
“I did not think so. Then since you have de­prived him of my free ser­vices, you will pay for Mr. Pot­ter’s tu­tor­ing by a li­censed Oc­clu­mency in­struc­tor.”
“Such ser­vices do not come cheaply,” Dum­b­le­dore said, look­ing at Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell in some sur­prise. “Al­though I do have cer­tain con­nec­tions -”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell shook his head firmly. “No. Mr. Pot­ter will ask his ac­count man­ager at Gringotts to rec­om­mend a neu­tral in­struc­tor. With re­spect, Head­mas­ter Dum­b­le­dore, af­ter the events of this morn­ing I must protest you or your friends hav­ing ac­cess to Mr. Pot­ter’s mind. I must also in­sist that the in­struc­tor have taken an Un­break­able Vow to re­veal noth­ing, and that he agree to be Oblivi­ated of each ses­sion im­me­di­ately af­ter­ward.”
Dum­b­le­dore was frown­ing. “Such ser­vices are ex­tremely ex­pen­sive, as you well know, and I can­not help but won­der why you deem them nec­es­sary.”
“If it’s money that’s the prob­lem,” Harry spoke up, “I have some ideas for mak­ing large amounts of money quickly -”
“Thank you Quir­i­nus, your wis­dom is now quite ev­i­dent and I am sorry for dis­put­ing it. Your con­cern for Harry Pot­ter does you credit, as well.”
“You’re wel­come,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “I hope you will not ob­ject if I go on mak­ing him a par­tic­u­lar fo­cus of my at­ten­tions.” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell’s face was now very se­ri­ous, and very still.
Dum­b­le­dore looked at Harry.
“It is my own wish also,” Harry said.
“So that’s how it is to be…” the old wiz­ard said slowly. Some­thing strange passed across his face. “Harry… you must re­al­ize that if you choose this man as your teacher and your friend, your first men­tor, then one way or an­other you will lose him, and the man­ner in which you lose him may or may not al­low you to ever get him back.”
That hadn’t oc­curred to Harry. But there was that jinx on the De­fense po­si­tion… one which had ap­par­ently worked with per­fect reg­u­lar­ity for decades…
“Prob­a­bly,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell qui­etly, “but he will have the full use of me while I last.”
Dum­b­le­dore sighed. “I sup­pose it is eco­nom­i­cal, at least, since as the De­fense Pro­fes­sor you’re al­ready doomed in some un­known fash­ion.”
Harry had to work hard to sup­press his ex­pres­sion as he re­al­ized what Dum­b­le­dore had ac­tu­ally been im­ply­ing.
“I will in­form Madam Pince that Mr. Pot­ter is al­lowed to ob­tain books on Oc­clu­mency,” said Dum­b­le­dore.
“There is pre­lim­i­nary train­ing which you must do on your own,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell to Harry. “And I do sug­gest that you hurry up on it.”
Harry nod­ded.
“I’ll take my leave of you then,” said Dum­b­le­dore. He nod­ded to both Harry and Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, and de­parted, walk­ing a bit slowly.
“Can you cast the spell again?” Harry said the mo­ment Dum­b­le­dore was gone.
“Not to­day,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell qui­etly, “and not to­mor­row ei­ther, I’m afraid. It takes a lot out of me to cast, though less to keep go­ing, and so I usu­ally pre­fer to main­tain it as long as pos­si­ble. This time I cast it on im­pulse. Had I thought, and re­al­ized we might be in­ter­rupted -”
Dum­b­le­dore was now Harry’s least fa­vorite per­son in the en­tire world.
They both sighed.
“Even if I only ever see it once,” Harry said, “I will never stop be­ing grate­ful to you.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell nod­ded.
“Have you heard of the Pi­o­neer pro­gram?” Harry said. “They were probes that would fly by dif­fer­ent plan­ets and take pic­tures. Two of the probes would end up on tra­jec­to­ries that took them out of the So­lar Sys­tem and into in­ter­stel­lar space. So they put a golden plaque on the probes, with a pic­ture of a man, and a woman, and show­ing where to find our Sun in the gal­axy.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was silent for a mo­ment, then smiled. “Tell me, Mr. Pot­ter, can you guess what thought went through my mind when I fin­ished as­sem­bling the thirty-seven items on the list of things I would never do as a Dark Lord? Put your­self in my shoes - imag­ine your­self in my place - and guess.”
Harry imag­ined him­self look­ing over a list of thirty-seven things not to do once he be­came a Dark Lord.
“You de­cided that if you had to fol­low the whole list all the time, there wouldn’t be much point in be­com­ing a Dark Lord in the first place,” Harry said.
“Pre­cisely,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. He was grin­ning. “So I am go­ing to vi­o­late rule two - which was sim­ply ‘don’t brag’ - and tell you about some­thing I have done. I don’t see how the knowl­edge could do any harm. And I strongly sus­pect you would have fig­ured it out any­way, once we knew each other well enough. None­the­less… I shall have your oath never to speak of what I am about to tell.”
“You have it!” Harry had a feel­ing this was go­ing to be re­ally good.
“I sub­scribe to a Mug­gle bul­letin which keeps me in­formed of progress on space travel. I didn’t hear about Pi­o­neer 10 un­til they re­ported its launch. But when I dis­cov­ered that Pi­o­neer 11 would also be leav­ing the So­lar Sys­tem for­ever,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, his grin the widest that Harry had yet seen from him, “I snuck into NASA, I did, and I cast a lovely lit­tle spell on that lovely golden plaque which will make it last a lot longer than it oth­er­wise would.”
…
…
…
“Yes,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, who now seemed to be stand­ing around fifty feet taller, “I thought that was how you might re­act.”
…
…
…
“Mr. Pot­ter?”
“…I can’t think of any­thing to say.”
“‘You win’ seems ap­pro­pri­ate,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell.
“You win,” Harry said im­me­di­ately.
“See?” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “We can only imag­ine what gi­ant heap of trou­ble you would have got­ten into if you had been un­able to say that.”
They both laughed.
A fur­ther thought oc­curred to Harry. “You didn’t add any ex­tra in­for­ma­tion to the plaque, did you?”
“Ex­tra in­for­ma­tion?” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell, sound­ing as if the idea had never oc­curred to him be­fore and he was quite in­trigued.
Which made Harry rather sus­pi­cious, con­sid­er­ing that it’d taken less than a minute for Harry to think of it.
“Maybe you in­cluded a holo­graphic mes­sage like in Star Wars?” said Harry. “Or… hm. A por­trait seems to store a whole hu­man brain’s worth of in­for­ma­tion… you couldn’t have added any ex­tra mass to the probe, but maybe you could’ve turned an ex­ist­ing part into a por­trait of your­self? Or you found a vol­un­teer dy­ing of a ter­mi­nal ill­ness, snuck them into NASA, and cast a spell to make sure their ghost ended up in the plaque -”
“Mr. Pot­ter,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said, his voice sud­denly sharp, “a spell re­quir­ing a hu­man death would cer­tainly be clas­si­fied by the Min­istry as Dark Arts, re­gard­less of cir­cum­stances. Stu­dents should not be heard talk­ing about such things.”
And the amaz­ing thing about the way Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said it was how per­fectly it main­tained plau­si­ble de­ni­a­bil­ity. It had been said in ex­actly the ap­pro­pri­ate tone for some­one who wasn’t will­ing to dis­cuss such things and thought stu­dents should steer away from them. Harry hon­estly didn’t know whether Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell was just wait­ing to talk about it un­til af­ter Harry had learned to pro­tect his mind.
“Got it,” Harry said. “I won’t talk with any­one else about that idea.”
“Please be dis­creet about the whole mat­ter, Mr. Pot­ter,” Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell said. “I pre­fer to go through my life with­out at­tract­ing pub­lic no­tice. You will find noth­ing in the news­pa­pers about Quir­i­nus Quir­rell un­til I de­cided it was time for me to teach De­fense at Hog­warts.”
That seemed a lit­tle sad, but Harry un­der­stood. Then Harry re­al­ized the im­pli­ca­tions. “So just how much awe­some stuff have you done that no one else knows about -”
“Oh, some,” said Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell. “But I think that’s quite enough for to­day, Mr. Pot­ter, I con­fess I am feel­ing a bit tired -”
“I un­der­stand. And thank you. For ev­ery­thing.”
Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell nod­ded, but he was lean­ing harder on his desk.
Harry quickly took his leave.









Chap­ter 20. Ra­tio­nal­iza­tion

Hermione Granger had wor­ried she was turn­ing Bad.
The dif­fer­ence be­tween Good and Bad was usu­ally easy to grasp, she’d never un­der­stood why other peo­ple had so much trou­ble. At Hog­warts, “Good” was Pro­fes­sor Flitwick and Pro­fes­sor McG­o­na­gall and Pro­fes­sor Sprout. “Bad” was Pro­fes­sor Snape and Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell and Draco Mal­foy. Harry Pot­ter… was one of those un­usual cases where you couldn’t tell just by look­ing. She was still try­ing to fig­ure out where he be­longed.
But when it came to her­self…
Hermione was hav­ing too much fun crush­ing Harry Pot­ter.
She’d done bet­ter than him in ev­ery sin­gle class they’d taken. (Ex­cept for broom­stick rid­ing which was like gym class, it didn’t count.) She’d got­ten real House points al­most ev­ery day of their first week, not for weird heroic things, but smart things like learn­ing spells quickly and help­ing other stu­dents. She knew those kinds of House points were bet­ter, and the best part was, Harry Pot­ter knew it too. She could see it in his eyes ev­ery time she won an­other real House point.
If you were Good, you weren’t sup­posed to en­joy win­ning this much.
It had started on the day of the train ride, though it had taken a while for the whirl­wind to sink in. It wasn’t un­til later that night that Hermione had be­gun to re­al­ize just how much she’d let that boy walk all over her.
Be­fore she’d met Harry Pot­ter she hadn’t had any­one she’d wanted to crush. If some­one wasn’t do­ing as well as her in class, it was her job to help them, not rub it in. That was what it meant to be Good.
And now…
…now she was win­ning, Harry Pot­ter was flinch­ing ev­ery time she got an­other House point, and it was so much fun, her par­ents had warned her against drugs and she sus­pected this was more fun than that.
She’d al­ways liked the smiles that teach­ers gave her when she did some­thing right. She’d al­ways liked see­ing the long row of check-marks on a per­fectly an­swered test. But now when she did well in class she would ca­su­ally glance around and catch a glimpse of Harry Pot­ter grit­ting his teeth, and it made her want to burst into song like a Dis­ney movie.
That was Bad, wasn’t it?
Hermione had wor­ried she was turn­ing Bad.
And then a thought had come to her which wiped away all her fears.
She and Harry were get­ting into a Ro­mance! Of course! Ev­ery­one knew what it meant when a boy and a girl started fight­ing all the time. They were court­ing one an­other! There was noth­ing Bad about that.
It couldn’t be that she just en­joyed beat­ing the liv­ing scholas­tic day­lights out of the most fa­mous stu­dent in the school, some­one who was in books and talked like books, the boy who had some­how van­quished the Dark Lord and even smushed Pro­fes­sor Snape like a sad lit­tle bug, the boy who was, as Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell would have put it, dom­i­nant, over ev­ery­one else in first-year Raven­claw ex­cept for Hermione Granger who was ut­terly squish­ing the Boy-Who-Lived in all his classes be­sides broom­stick rid­ing.
Be­cause that would have been Bad.
No. It was Ro­mance. That was it. That was why they were fight­ing.
Hermione was glad she had fig­ured this out in time for to­day, when Harry would lose their book-read­ing con­test, which the whole school knew about, and she wanted to start danc­ing with the sheer over­flow­ing joy of it.
It was 2:45pm on Sat­ur­day and Harry Pot­ter had half of Bathilda Bagshot’s A His­tory of Magic left to read and she was star­ing at her pocket watch as it ticked with dread­ful slow­ness to­ward 2:47pm.
And the en­tire Raven­claw com­mon room was watch­ing.
It wasn’t just the first-years, news had spread like spilled milk and fully half of Raven­claw was crowded into the room, squeezed into so­fas and lean­ing on book­cases and sit­ting on the arms of chairs. All six pre­fects were there in­clud­ing the Head Girl of Hog­warts. Some­one had needed to cast an Air-Fresh­en­ing Charm just so that there would be enough oxy­gen. And the din of con­ver­sa­tion had died into whis­pers which had now faded into ut­ter si­lence.
2:46pm.
The ten­sion was un­bear­able. If it had been any­one else, any­one else, his de­feat would have been a fore­gone con­clu­sion.
But this was Harry Pot­ter, and you couldn’t rule out the pos­si­bil­ity that he would, some­time in the next few sec­onds, raise a hand and snap his fin­gers.
With sud­den ter­ror she re­al­ized how Harry Pot­ter might be able to do ex­actly that. It would be just like him to have al­ready fin­ished read­ing the sec­ond half of the book ear­lier…
Hermione’s vi­sion be­gan to swim. She tried to make her­self breathe, and found that she sim­ply couldn’t.
Ten sec­onds left, and he still hadn’t raised his hand.
Five sec­onds left.
2:47pm.
Harry Pot­ter care­fully placed a book­mark into his book, closed it, and laid it aside.
“I would like to note for the ben­e­fit of pos­ter­ity,” said the Boy-Who-Lived in a clear voice, “that I had only half a book left, and that I ran into a num­ber of un­ex­pected de­lays -”
“You lost!” shrieked Hermione. “You did! You lost our con­test!”
There was a col­lec­tive ex­ha­la­tion as ev­ery­one started breath­ing again.
Harry Pot­ter shot her a Look of Flam­ing Fire, but she was float­ing in a halo of pure white hap­pi­ness and noth­ing could touch her.
“Do you re­al­ize what kind of week I’ve had?” said Harry Pot­ter. “Any lesser be­ing would have been hard-pressed to read eight Dr. Seuss books!”
“You set the time limit.”
Harry’s Look of Flam­ing Fire grew even hot­ter. “I did not have any log­i­cal way of know­ing I’d have to save the en­tire school from Pro­fes­sor Snape, or get beaten up in De­fense class, and if I told you how I lost all the time be­tween 5pm and din­ner on Thurs­day you would think I was in­sane -”
“Awww, it sounds like some­one fell prey to the plan­ning fal­lacy.”
Raw shock showed on Harry Pot­ter’s face.
“Oh that re­minds me, I fin­ished read­ing the first batch of books you lent me,” Hermione said with her best in­no­cent look. A cou­ple of them had been hard books, too. She won­dered how long it had taken him to fin­ish read­ing them.
“Some­day,” said the Boy-Who-Lived, “when the dis­tant de­scen­dants of Homo sapi­ens are look­ing back over the his­tory of the gal­axy and won­der­ing how it all went so wrong, they will con­clude that the orig­i­nal mis­take was when some­one taught Hermione Granger how to read.”
“But you still lose,” said Hermione. She held a hand to her chin and looked con­tem­pla­tive. “Now what ex­actly should you lose, I won­der?”
“What?”
“You lost the bet,” Hermione ex­plained, “so you have to pay a for­feit.”
“I don’t re­mem­ber agree­ing to this!”
“Re­ally?” said Hermione Granger. She put a thought­ful look on her face. Then, as if the idea had only just then oc­curred to her, “We’ll take a vote, then. Ev­ery­one in Raven­claw who thinks Harry Pot­ter has to pay up, raise your hand!”
“What?” shrieked Harry Pot­ter again.
He spun around and saw that he was sur­rounded by a sea of raised hands.
And if Harry Pot­ter had looked more care­fully, he would have no­ticed that an aw­ful lot of the on­look­ers seemed to be girls and that prac­ti­cally ev­ery fe­male in the room had their hand raised.
“Stop!” wailed Harry Pot­ter. “You don’t know what she’s go­ing to ask! Don’t you re­al­ize what she’s do­ing? She’s get­ting you to make an ad­vance com­mit­ment now, and then the pres­sure of con­sis­tency will make you agree with what­ever she says af­ter­ward!”
“Don’t worry,” said the pre­fect Pene­lope Clear­wa­ter. “If she asks for some­thing un­rea­son­able, we can just change our minds. Right, ev­ery­one?”
And there were ea­ger nods from all the girls whom Pene­lope Clear­wa­ter had told about Hermione’s plan.

A silent fig­ure qui­etly slipped through the chilled halls of the Hog­warts dun­geons. He was to be present in a cer­tain room at 6:00pm to meet a cer­tain some­one, and if at all pos­si­ble it was best to be early, to show re­spect.
But when his hand turned the door­knob and opened the door into that dark, silent, un­used class­room, there was a sil­hou­ette al­ready stand­ing there amid the rows of dusty old desks. A sil­hou­ette which held a small green glow­ing rod, cast­ing a pale light which hardly il­lu­mi­nated even he who held it, let alone the sur­round­ing room.
The light of the hall­way died as the door closed and shut be­hind him, and Draco’s eyes be­gan the process of ad­just­ing to the dim glow.
The sil­hou­ette slowly turned to be­hold him, re­veal­ing a shad­owed face only par­tially lit by the eerie green light.
Draco liked this meet­ing al­ready. Keep the chill green light, make them both taller, give them hoods and masks, move them from a class­room to a grave­yard, and it would be just like the start of half the sto­ries his fa­ther’s friends told about the Death Eaters.
“I want you to know, Draco Mal­foy,” said the sil­hou­ette in tones of deadly calm, “that I do not blame you for my re­cent de­feat.”
Draco opened his mouth in un­think­ing protest, there was no pos­si­ble rea­son why he should be blamed -
“It was due, more than any­thing else, to my own stu­pid­ity,” con­tin­ued that shad­owy fig­ure. “There were many other things I could have done, at any step along the way. You did not ask me to do ex­actly what I did. You only asked for help. I was the one who un­wisely chose that par­tic­u­lar method. But the fact re­mains that I lost the con­test by half a book. The ac­tions of your pet id­iot, and the fa­vor you asked for, and, yes, my own fool­ish­ness in go­ing about it, caused me to lose time. More time than you know. Time which, in the end, proved crit­i­cal. The fact re­mains, Draco Mal­foy, that if you had not asked that fa­vor, I would have won. And not… in­stead… lost.”
Draco had al­ready heard about Harry’s loss, and the for­feit Granger had claimed from him. The news had spread faster than owls could have car­ried it.
“I un­der­stand,” Draco said. “I’m sorry.” There was noth­ing else he could say if he wanted Harry Pot­ter to be friends with him.
“I am not ask­ing for un­der­stand­ing or sor­row,” said the dark sil­hou­ette, still with that deadly calm. “But I have just spent two full hours in the pres­ence of Hermione Granger, dressed in such cloth­ing as was pro­vided me, vis­it­ing such fas­ci­nat­ing places in Hog­warts as a tiny bur­bling wa­ter­fall of what looked to me like snot, ac­com­pa­nied by a num­ber of other girls who in­sisted on such help­ful ac­tiv­i­ties as strew­ing our path with Trans­fig­ured rose petals. I have been on a date, scion of Mal­foy. My first date. And when I call that fa­vor due, you will pay it.”
Draco nod­ded solemnly. Be­fore ar­riv­ing he had taken the wise pre­cau­tion of learn­ing ev­ery avail­able de­tail of Harry’s date, so that he could get all of his hys­ter­i­cal laugh­ing done be­fore their ap­pointed meet­ing time, and would not com­mit a faux pas by gig­gling con­tin­u­ously un­til he lost con­scious­ness.
“Do you think,” Draco said, “that some­thing sad ought to hap­pen to the Granger girl -”
“Spread the word in Slytherin that the Granger girl is mine and any­one who med­dles in my af­fairs will have their re­mains scat­tered over an area wide enough to in­clude twelve dif­fer­ent spo­ken lan­guages. And since I am not in Gryffindor and I use cun­ning rather than im­me­di­ate frontal at­tacks, they should not panic if I am seen smil­ing at her.”
“Or if you’re seen on a sec­ond date?” Draco said, al­low­ing just a tiny note of skep­ti­cism into his voice.
“There will be no sec­ond date,” said the green-lit sil­hou­ette in a voice so fear­some that it sounded, not only like a Death Eater, but like Amy­cus Car­row that one time just be­fore Fa­ther told him to stop it, he wasn’t the Dark Lord.
Of course it was still a young boy’s high un­bro­ken voice and when you com­bined that with the ac­tual words, well, it just didn’t work. If Harry Pot­ter did be­come the next Dark Lord some­day, Draco would use a Pen­sieve to store a copy of this mem­ory some­where safe, and Harry Pot­ter would never dare be­tray him.
“But let us talk of hap­pier mat­ters,” said the green-shad­owed fig­ure. “Let us talk of knowl­edge and of power. Draco Mal­foy, let us talk of Sci­ence.”
“Yes,” said Draco. “Let us speak.”
Draco won­dered how much of his own face could be seen, and how much was in shadow, in that eerie green light.
And though Draco kept his face se­ri­ous, there was a smile in his heart.
He was fi­nally hav­ing a real grownup con­ver­sa­tion.
“I of­fer you power,” said the shad­owy fig­ure, “and I will tell you of that power and its price. The power comes from know­ing the shape of re­al­ity and so gain­ing con­trol over it. What you un­der­stand, you can com­mand, and that is power enough to walk upon the Moon. The price of that power is that you must learn to ask ques­tions of Na­ture, and far more dif­fi­cult, ac­cept Na­ture’s an­swers. You will do ex­per­i­ments, per­form tests and see what hap­pens. And you must ac­cept the mean­ing of those re­sults when they tell you that you are mis­taken. You will have to learn how to lose, not to me, but to Na­ture. When you find your­self ar­gu­ing with re­al­ity, you will have to let re­al­ity win. You will find this painful, Draco Mal­foy, and I do not know if you are strong in that way. Know­ing the price, is it still your wish to learn the hu­man power?”
Draco took a deep breath. He’d thought about this. And it was hard to see how he could an­swer any other way. He’d been in­structed to take ev­ery av­enue of friend­ship with Harry Pot­ter. It was just learn­ing, he wasn’t promis­ing to do any­thing. He could al­ways stop the lessons at any time…
There were cer­tainly any num­ber of things about the sit­u­a­tion which made it look like a trap, but in all hon­esty, Draco didn’t see how this could go wrong.
Plus Draco did kind of want to rule the world.
“Yes,” said Draco.
“Ex­cel­lent,” said the shad­owy fig­ure. “I have had some­thing of a crowded week, and it will take time to plan your cur­ricu­lum -”
“I’ve got a lot of things I need to do my­self to con­sol­i­date my power in Slytherin,” said Draco, “not to men­tion home­work. Maybe we should just start in Oc­to­ber?”
“Sounds sen­si­ble,” said the shad­owy fig­ure, “but what I meant to say is that to plan your cur­ricu­lum, I need to know what I will be teach­ing you. Three thoughts come to me. The first is that I teach you of the hu­man mind and brain. The sec­ond op­tion is that I teach you of the phys­i­cal uni­verse, those arts which lie on the path­way to vis­it­ing the Moon. This in­volves a great deal of num­bers, but to a cer­tain kind of mind those num­bers are more beau­ti­ful than any­thing else Sci­ence has to teach. Do you like num­bers, Draco?”
Draco shook his head.
“Then so much for that. You will learn your math­e­mat­ics even­tu­ally, but not right away, I think. The third op­tion is that I teach you of ge­net­ics and evo­lu­tion and in­her­i­tance, what you would call blood -”
“That one,” said Draco.
The fig­ure nod­ded. “I thought you might say as much. But I think it will be the most painful path for you, Draco. What if your fam­ily and friends, the blood purists, say one thing, and you find that the ex­per­i­men­tal test says an­other?”
“Then I’ll fig­ure out how to make the ex­per­i­men­tal test say the right an­swer!”
There was a pause, as the shad­owy fig­ure stood there with its mouth open for a short while.
“Um,” said the shad­owy fig­ure. “It doesn’t re­ally work like that. That’s what I was try­ing to warn you about here, Draco. You can’t make the an­swer come out to be any­thing you like.”
“You can al­ways make the an­swer come out your way,” said Draco. That had been prac­ti­cally the first thing his tu­tors had taught him. “It’s just a mat­ter of find­ing the right ar­gu­ments.”
“No,” said the shad­owy fig­ure, voice ris­ing in frus­tra­tion, “no, no, no! Then you get the wrong an­swer and you can’t go to the Moon that way! Na­ture isn’t a per­son, you can’t trick them into be­liev­ing some­thing else, if you try to tell the Moon it’s made of cheese you can ar­gue for days and it won’t change the Moon! What you’re talk­ing about is ra­tio­nal­iza­tion, like start­ing with a sheet of pa­per, mov­ing straight down to the bot­tom line, us­ing ink to write ‘and there­fore, the Moon is made of cheese’, and then mov­ing back up to write all sorts of clever ar­gu­ments above. But ei­ther the Moon is made of cheese or it isn’t. The mo­ment you wrote the bot­tom line, it was al­ready true or al­ready false. Whether or not the whole sheet of pa­per ends up with the right con­clu­sion or the wrong con­clu­sion is fixed the in­stant you write down the bot­tom line. If you’re try­ing to pick be­tween two ex­pen­sive trunks, and you like the shiny one, it doesn’t mat­ter what clever ar­gu­ments you come up with for buy­ing it, the real rule you used to choose which trunk to ar­gue for was ‘pick the shiny one’, and how­ever ef­fec­tive that rule is at pick­ing good trunks, that’s the kind of trunk you’ll get. Ra­tio­nal­ity can’t be used to ar­gue for a fixed side, its only pos­si­ble use is de­cid­ing which side to ar­gue. Sci­ence isn’t for con­vinc­ing any­one that the blood purists are right. That’s pol­i­tics! The power of sci­ence comes from find­ing out the way Na­ture re­ally is that can’t be changed by ar­gu­ing! What sci­ence can do is tell us how blood re­ally works, how wiz­ards re­ally in­herit their pow­ers from their par­ents, and whether Mug­gle­borns are re­ally weaker or stronger -”
“Stronger!” said Draco. He had been try­ing to fol­low this, a puz­zled frown on his face, he could see how it sort of made sense but it cer­tainly wasn’t like any­thing he’d ever heard be­fore. And then Harry Pot­ter had said some­thing Draco couldn’t pos­si­bly let pass. “You think mud­bloods are stronger?”
“I think noth­ing,” said the shad­owy fig­ure. “I know noth­ing. I be­lieve noth­ing. My bot­tom line is not yet writ­ten. I will fig­ure out how to test the mag­i­cal strength of Mug­gle­borns, and the mag­i­cal strength of pure­bloods. If my tests tell me that Mug­gle­borns are weaker, I will be­lieve they are weaker. If my tests tell me that Mug­gle­borns are stronger, I will be­lieve they are stronger. Know­ing this and other truths, I will gain some mea­sure of power -”
“And you ex­pect me to be­lieve what­ever you say?” Draco de­manded hotly.
“I ex­pect you to per­form the tests per­son­ally,” said the shad­owy fig­ure qui­etly. “Are you afraid of what you will find?”
Draco stared at the shad­owy fig­ure for a while, his eyes nar­rowed. “Nice trap, Harry,” he said. “I’ll have to re­mem­ber that one, it’s new.”
The shad­owy fig­ure shook his head. “It’s not a trap, Draco. Re­mem­ber - I don’t know what we’ll find. But you do not un­der­stand the uni­verse by ar­gu­ing with it or telling it to come back with a dif­fer­ent an­swer next time. When you put on the robes of a sci­en­tist you must for­get all your pol­i­tics and ar­gu­ments and fac­tions and sides, si­lence the des­per­ate cling­ings of your mind, and wish only to hear the an­swer of Na­ture.” The shad­owy fig­ure paused. “Most peo­ple can’t do it. That’s why this is dif­fi­cult. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather just learn about the brain?”
“And if I tell you I’d rather learn about the brain,” Draco said, his voice now hard, “you’ll go around telling peo­ple that I was afraid of what I’d find.”
“No,” said the shad­owy fig­ure. “I will do no such thing.”
“But you might do the same sort of tests your­self, and if you got the wrong an­swer, I wouldn’t be there to say any­thing be­fore you showed it to some­one else.” Draco’s voice was still hard.
“I would still ask you first, Draco,” the shad­owy fig­ure said qui­etly.
Draco paused. He hadn’t been ex­pect­ing that, he’d thought he saw the trap but… “You would?”
“Of course. How would I know who to black­mail or what we could ask from them? Draco, I say again that this is not a trap I set for you. At least not for you per­son­ally. If your pol­i­tics were dif­fer­ent, I would be say­ing, what if the test shows that pure­bloods are stronger.”
“Re­ally.”
“Yes! That’s the price any­one has to pay to be­come a sci­en­tist!”
Draco held up a hand. He had to think.
The shad­owy, green-lit fig­ure waited.
It didn’t take long to think about, though. If you dis­carded all the con­fus­ing parts… then Harry Pot­ter was plan­ning to mess around with some­thing that could cause a gi­gan­tic po­lit­i­cal ex­plo­sion, and it would be in­sane to just walk away and let him do it on his own. “We’ll study blood,” said Draco.
“Ex­cel­lent,” said the fig­ure, and smiled. “Con­grat­u­la­tions on be­ing will­ing to ask the ques­tion.”
“Thanks,” Draco said, not quite man­ag­ing to keep the irony out of his voice.
“Hey, did you think go­ing to the Moon was easy? Be glad this just in­volves chang­ing your mind some­times, and not a hu­man sac­ri­fice!”
“Hu­man sac­ri­fice would be way eas­ier!”
There was a slight pause, and then the fig­ure nod­ded. “Fair point.”
“Look, Harry,” said Draco with­out much hope, “I thought the idea was to take all the things that Mug­gles know, com­bine them with things that wiz­ards know, and be­come mas­ters of both worlds. Wouldn’t it be a lot eas­ier to just study all the things that Mug­gles al­ready found out, like the Moon stuff, and use that power -”
“No,” said the fig­ure with a sharp shake of his head, send­ing green shad­ows mov­ing around his nose and eyes. His voice had turned very grim. “If you can­not learn the sci­en­tist’s art of ac­cept­ing re­al­ity, then I must not tell you what that ac­cep­tance has dis­cov­ered. It would be like a pow­er­ful wiz­ard telling you of those gates which must not be opened, and those seals which must not be bro­ken, be­fore you had proven your in­tel­li­gence and dis­ci­pline by sur­viv­ing the lesser per­ils.”
A chill went down Draco’s spine and he shud­dered in­vol­un­tar­ily. He knew it had been vis­i­ble even in the dim light. “All right,” said Draco. “I un­der­stand.” Fa­ther had told him that many times. When a more pow­er­ful wiz­ard told you that you weren’t ready to know, you didn’t pry any fur­ther if you wanted to live.
The fig­ure in­clined his head. “In­deed. But there is some­thing else you should un­der­stand. The first sci­en­tists, be­ing Mug­gles, lacked your tra­di­tions. In the be­gin­ning they sim­ply did not com­pre­hend the no­tion of dan­ger­ous knowl­edge, and thought that all things known should be spo­ken freely. When their searches turned dan­ger­ous, they told their politi­cians of things that should have stayed se­cret - don’t look like that, Draco, it wasn’t sim­ple stu­pid­ity. They did have to be smart enough to un­cover the se­cret in the first place. But they were Mug­gles, it was the first time they’d found any­thing re­ally dan­ger­ous, and they didn’t start out with a tra­di­tion of se­crecy. There was a war go­ing on, and the sci­en­tists on one side wor­ried that if they didn’t talk, the sci­en­tists of the en­emy coun­try would tell their politi­cians first…” The voice trailed off sig­nif­i­cantly. “They didn’t de­stroy the world. But it was close. And we are not go­ing to re­peat that mis­take.”
“Right,” Draco said, his voice now very firm. “We won’t. We’re wiz­ards, and study­ing sci­ence doesn’t make us Mug­gles.”
“As you say,” said the green-lit sil­hou­ette. “We will es­tab­lish our own Sci­ence, a mag­i­cal Sci­ence, and that Sci­ence will have smarter tra­di­tions from the very start.” The voice grew hard. “The knowl­edge I share with you will be taught along­side the dis­ci­plines of ac­cept­ing truth, the level of this knowl­edge will be keyed to your progress in those dis­ci­plines, and you will share that knowl­edge with no one else who has not learned those dis­ci­plines. Do you ac­cept this?”
“Yes,” said Draco. What was he sup­posed to do, say no?
“Good. And what you dis­cover for your­self, you will keep to your­self un­less you think that other sci­en­tists are ready to know it. What we do share among our­selves, we will not tell the world un­less we agree it is safe for the world to know. And what­ever our own pol­i­tics and al­le­giances, we will all pun­ish any of our num­ber who re­veal dan­ger­ous mag­ics or give away dan­ger­ous weapons, no mat­ter what sort of war is go­ing on. From this day on­ward, that will be the tra­di­tion and the law of sci­ence among wiz­ards. Are we agreed on that?”
“Yes,” said Draco. Ac­tu­ally this was start­ing to sound pretty at­trac­tive. The Death Eaters had tried to take power by be­ing scarier than ev­ery­one else, and they hadn’t ac­tu­ally won yet. Maybe it was time to try rul­ing us­ing se­crets in­stead. “And our group stays hid­den for as long as pos­si­ble, and ev­ery­one in it has to agree to our rules.”
“Of course. Def­i­nitely.”
There was a very short pause.
“We’re go­ing to need bet­ter robes,” said the shad­owy fig­ure, “with hoods and so on -”
“I was just think­ing that,” said Draco. “We don’t need whole new robes, though, just cowled cloaks to put on. I have a friend in Slytherin, she’ll take your mea­sure­ments -”
“Don’t tell her what it’s for, though -”
“I’m not stupid!”
“And no masks for now, not when it’s just you and me -” said the shad­owy fig­ure.
“Right! But later on we should have some sort of spe­cial mark that all our ser­vants have, the Mark of Sci­ence, like a snake eat­ing the Moon on their right arms -”
“It’s called a PhD and wouldn’t that make it too easy to iden­tify our peo­ple?”
“Huh?”
“I mean, what if some­one is like ‘okay, now ev­ery­one pull up their robes over their right arms’ and our guy is like ‘whoops, sorry, looks like I’m a spy’ -”
“For­get I said any­thing,” said Draco, sweat sud­denly spring­ing out all over his body. He needed a dis­trac­tion, fast - “And what do we call our­selves? The Sci­ence Eaters?”
“No,” said the shad­owy fig­ure slowly. “That doesn’t sound right…”
Draco wiped his robed arm across his fore­head, wip­ing away beads of mois­ture. What had the Dark Lord been think­ing? Fa­ther had said the Dark Lord was smart!
“I’ve got it!” said the shad­owy fig­ure sud­denly. “You won’t un­der­stand yet, but trust me, it fits.”
Right now Draco would have ac­cepted ‘Mal­foy Munch­ers’ as long as it changed the sub­ject. “What is it?”
And stand­ing amid the dusty desks in an un­used class­room in the dun­geons of Hog­warts, the green-lit sil­hou­ette of Harry Pot­ter spread his arms dra­mat­i­cally and said, “This day shall mark the dawn of… the Bayesian Con­spir­acy.”

A silent fig­ure trudged wearily through the halls of Hog­warts in the di­rec­tion of Raven­claw.
Harry had gone straight from the meet­ing with Draco to din­ner, and stayed at din­ner barely long enough to choke down a few fast gulps of food be­fore go­ing off to bed.
It wasn’t even 7pm yet, but it was well past bed­time for Harry. He’d re­al­ized last night that he wouldn’t be able to use the Time-Turner on Sat­ur­day un­til af­ter the book-read­ing con­test was al­ready over. But he could still use the Time-Turner on Fri­day night, and gain time that way. So Harry had pushed him­self to stay awake un­til 9pm on Fri­day, when the pro­tec­tive shell opened, and then used the four hours re­main­ing on the Time-Turner to spin back to 5pm and col­lapse into sleep. He’d wo­ken up around 2am on Sat­ur­day morn­ing, just as planned, and read for the next twelve hours straight… and it still hadn’t been enough. And now Harry would be go­ing to sleep rather early for the next few days, un­til his sleep cy­cle caught up again.
The por­trait on the door asked Harry some dumb rid­dle meant for eleven-year-olds that he an­swered with­out the words even pass­ing through his con­scious mind, and then Harry stag­gered up the stairs to his dorm room, changed into his pa­ja­mas and col­lapsed into bed.
And found that his pil­low seemed rather lumpy.
Harry groaned. He sat up re­luc­tantly, twisted in bed, and lifted up his pil­low.
This re­vealed a note, two golden Galleons, and a book ti­tled Oc­clu­mency: The Hid­den Arte.
Harry picked up the note and read:
My, you do get your­self into trou­ble and quickly. Your fa­ther was no match for you.
You have made a pow­er­ful en­emy. Snape com­mands the loy­alty, ad­mi­ra­tion, and fear of all House Slytherin. You can­not trust any of that House now, whether they come to you in friendly guise or fear­some.
From now on you must not meet Snape’s eyes. He is a Legili­mens and can read your mind if you do. I have en­closed a book which may help you learn to pro­tect your­self, though there is only so far you can get with­out a tu­tor. Still you may hope to at least de­tect in­tru­sion.
So that you may find some ex­tra time in which to study Oc­clu­mency, I have en­closed 2 Galleons, which is the price of an­swer sheets and home­work for the first-year His­tory of Magic class (Pro­fes­sor Binns hav­ing given the same tests and same as­sign­ments ev­ery year since he died). Your new­found friends the Weasley twins should be able to sell you a copy. It goes with­out say­ing that you must not get caught with it in your pos­ses­sion.
Of Pro­fes­sor Quir­rell I know lit­tle. He is a Slytherin and a De­fense Pro­fes­sor, and that is two marks against him. Con­sider care­fully any ad­vice he gives you, and tell him noth­ing you do not wish known.
Dum­b­le­dore only pre­tends to be in­sane. He is ex­tremely in­tel­li­gent, and if you con­tinue to step into clos­ets and van­ish, he will cer­tainly de­duce your pos­ses­sion of an in­vis­i­bil­ity cloak if he has not done so al­ready. Avoid him when­ever pos­si­ble, hide the Cloak of In­vis­i­bil­ity some­where safe (NOT your pouch) any time you can­not avoid him, and step with great care in his pres­ence.
Please be more care­ful in the fu­ture, Harry Pot­ter.
- Santa Claus
Harry stared at the note.
It did seem to be pretty good ad­vice. Of course Harry wasn’t go­ing to cheat in His­tory class even if they gave him a dead mon­key for a pro­fes­sor. But Severus’s Legili­mency… who­ever’d sent this note knew a lot of im­por­tant, se­cret things and was will­ing to tell Harry about them. The note was still warn­ing him against Dum­b­le­dore steal­ing the Cloak but at this point Harry hon­estly had no clue if that was a bad sign, it could just be an un­der­stand­able mis­take.
There seemed to be some sort of in­trigue go­ing on in­side Hog­warts. Maybe if Harry com­pared sto­ries be­tween Dum­b­le­dore and the note-sender, he could work out a com­bined pic­ture that would be ac­cu­rate? Like if they both agreed on some­thing, then…
…what­ever…
Harry stuffed ev­ery­thing into his pouch and turned up the Qui­eter and pulled the cover over his head and died.

It was Sun­day morn­ing and Harry was eat­ing pan­cakes in the Great Hall, sharp quick bites, glanc­ing ner­vously at his watch ev­ery few sec­onds.
It was 8:02am, and in pre­cisely two hours and one minute, it would be ex­actly one week since he’d seen the Weasleys and crossed over onto Plat­form Nine and Three-Quar­ters.
And the thought had oc­curred to him… Harry didn’t know if this was a valid way to think about the uni­verse, he didn’t know any­thing any more, but it seemed pos­si­ble…
That…
Not enough in­ter­est­ing things had hap­pened to him over the last week.
When he was done eat­ing break­fast, Harry planned to go straight up to his room and hide in the bot­tom level of his trunk and not talk to any­one un­til 10:03am.
And that was when Harry saw the Weasley twins walk­ing to­ward him. One of them was car­ry­ing some­thing con­cealed be­hind his back.
He should scream and run away.
He should scream and run away.
What­ever this was… it could very well be…
…the grand fi­nale…
He re­ally should just scream and run away.
With a re­signed feel­ing that the uni­verse would come and get him any­way, Harry con­tin­ued slic­ing at the pan­cake with his fork and knife. He couldn’t muster the en­ergy. That was the sad truth. Harry knew now how peo­ple felt when they were tired of run­ning, tired of try­ing to es­cape fate, and they just fell to the ground and let the hor­rif­i­cally be­fanged and ten­ta­cled demons of the dark­est abyss drag them off to their un­speak­able des­tiny.
The Weasley twins drew closer.
And yet closer.
Harry ate an­other bite of pan­cake.
The Weasley twins ar­rived, grin­ning brightly.
“Hello, Fred,” Harry said dully. One of the twins nod­ded. “Hello, George.” The other twin nod­ded.
“You sound tired,” said George.
“You should cheer up,” said Fred.
“Look what we got you!”
And George took, from be­hind Fred’s back -
A cake with twelve flam­ing can­dles.
There was a pause, as the Raven­claw ta­ble stared at them.
“That’s not right,” said some­one. “Harry Pot­ter was born on the thirty-first of Jul-”
“HE IS COM­ING,” said a huge hol­low voice that cut through all con­ver­sa­tion like a sword of ice. “THE ONE WHO WILL TEAR APART THE VERY -”
Dum­b­le­dore had leapt out of his throne and run straight over the Head Ta­ble and seized hold of the woman speak­ing those aw­ful words, Fawkes had ap­peared in a flash, and all three of them van­ished in a crack of fire.
There was a shocked pause…
…fol­lowed by heads turn­ing in the di­rec­tion of Harry Pot­ter.
“I didn’t do it,” Harry said in a tired voice.
“That was a prophecy!” some­one at the ta­ble hissed. “And I bet it’s about you!”
Harry sighed.
He stood up from his seat, raised his voice, and said very loudly over the con­ver­sa­tions that were start­ing up, “It’s not about me! Ob­vi­ously! I’m not com­ing here, I’m al­ready here!”
Harry sat back down again.
The peo­ple who had been look­ing at him turned away again.
Some­one else at the ta­ble said, “Then who is it about?”
And with a dull, leaden sen­sa­tion, Harry re­al­ized who wasn’t al­ready at Hog­warts.
Call it a wild guess, but Harry had a feel­ing the un­dead Dark Lord would be show­ing up one of these days.
The con­ver­sa­tion con­tin­ued on around him.
“Not to men­tion, tear apart the very what?”
“I thought I heard Trelawney start to say some­thing with an ‘S’ just be­fore the Head­mas­ter grabbed her.”
“Like… soul? Sun?”
“If some­one’s go­ing to tear apart the Sun we’re re­ally in trou­ble!”
That seemed rather un­likely to Harry, un­less the world con­tained scary things which had heard of David Criswell’s ideas about star lift­ing.
“So,” Harry said in tired tones, “this hap­pens ev­ery Sun­day break­fast, does it?”
“No,” said a stu­dent who might have been in his sev­enth year, frown­ing grimly. “It doesn’t.”
Harry shrugged. “What­ever. Any­one want some birth­day cake?”
“But it’s not your birth­day!” said the same stu­dent who’d ob­jected last time.
That was the cue for Fred and George to start laugh­ing, of course.
Even Harry man­aged a weary smile.
As the first slice was served to him, Harry said, “I’ve had a re­ally long week.”

And Harry was sit­ting in the cav­ern level of his trunk, slid shut and locked so no one could get in, a blan­ket pulled over his head, wait­ing for the week to be over.
10:01.
10:02.
10:03, but just to be sure…
10:04 and the first week was done.
Harry breathed a sigh of re­lief, and gin­gerly pulled the blan­ket off of his head.
A few mo­ments later, he had emerged into the bright sun­lit air of his dorm.
Shortly af­ter, and he was in the Raven­claw com­mon room. A few peo­ple looked at him, but no one said any­thing or tried to talk to him.
Harry found a nice wide writ­ing desk, pulled back a com­fort­able chair, and sat down. From his pouch he drew a sheet of pa­per and a pen­cil.
Mum and Dad had told Harry in no un­cer­tain terms that while they un­der­stood his en­thu­si­asm for leav­ing home and get­ting away from his par­ents, he was to write them ev­ery week with­out fail, just so that they knew he was alive, un­harmed, and not in prison.
Harry stared down at the blank sheet of pa­per. Let’s see…
Af­ter leav­ing his par­ents at the train sta­tion, he’d…
…got­ten ac­quainted with a boy raised by Darth Vader, be­come friends with the three most in­fa­mous pranksters in Hog­warts, met Hermione, then there’d been the In­ci­dent with the Sort­ing Hat… Mon­day he’d been given a time ma­chine to treat his sleep dis­or­der, got­ten a leg­endary in­vis­i­bil­ity cloak from an un­known bene­fac­tor, res­cued seven Huf­flepuffs by star­ing down five scary older boys one of whom had threat­ened to break his fin­ger, re­al­ized that he pos­sessed a mys­te­ri­ous dark side, learned to cast Frigideiro in Charms class, and got­ten started on his ri­valry with Hermione… Tues­day had in­tro­duced As­tron­omy taught by Pro­fes­sor Au­rora Sin­is­tra who was nice, and His­tory of Magic taught by a ghost who ought to be ex­or­cised and re­placed with a tape recorder… Wednes­day, he’d been pro­nounced the Most Dan­ger­ous Stu­dent in the Class­room… Thurs­day, let’s not even think about Thurs­day… Fri­day, the In­ci­dent in Po­tions Class, fol­lowed by his black­mail­ing the Head­mas­ter, fol­lowed by the De­fense Pro­fes­sor hav­ing him beaten up in class, fol­lowed by the De­fense Pro­fes­sor turn­ing out to be the most awe­some hu­man be­ing who still walked the face of the Earth… Sat­ur­day he’d lost a bet and gone on his first date and started re­deem­ing Draco… and then this morn­ing Pro­fes­sor Trelawney’s un­heard prophecy might or might not in­di­cate that an im­mor­tal Dark Lord was about to at­tack Hog­warts.
Harry men­tally or­ga­nized his ma­te­rial, and started writ­ing.
Dear Mum and Dad:
Hog­warts is lots of fun. I learned how to vi­o­late the Sec­ond Law of Ther­mo­dy­nam­ics in Charms class, and I met a girl named Hermione Granger who reads faster than I do.
I’d bet­ter leave it at that.
Your lov­ing son,
Harry James Pot­ter-Evans-Ver­res.
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