

  Preface


  
    Victoria Potter and the Houses of Hogwarts

    Posted originally on the Archive of Our Own at http://archiveofourown.org/works/13795605.
  


  
    
          	Rating:

          	Teen And Up Audiences

          	Archive Warning:

          	Choose Not To Use Archive Warnings

          	Fandom:

          	Harry Potter - J. K. Rowling

          	Character:

          	Harry Potter, Susan Bones, Daphne Greengrass, Pansy Parkinson, Draco Malfoy, Albus Dumbledore, Hermione Granger

          	Additional Tags:

          	Female Harry, Powerful Harry, Slytherin Harry, Friendship, Magical Theory, mild AU, Worldbuilding


        	Language:

        	English


        	Series:

        	Part 1 of
Victoria Potter

        	Collections:

        	Best in Fandom,
Gammily’s Bookshelf,
My Heart Adores,
fics that hit different,
Works of Great Quality Across the Fandoms,
Edelyn's Favourite Fanfiction,
Magnolia's Favourite Fics,
Stories I plan to reread

      	Stats:

      	
        Published: 2018-02-25
          Completed: 2019-05-01
          Chapters: 17/17
        Words: 74283
      

    

    








Victoria Potter and the Houses of Hogwarts

    by NitwitBlubberOddmentTweak

      Summary

      Victoria Potter had always known she was different. No matter how hard her Uncle Vernon and Aunt Petunia tried to pretend otherwise, she could do things they couldn’t, and see things they wouldn’t. 
It was only when Professor McGonagall of Hogwarts School came to visit that she realised just how different she was. Sorted into Slytherin, in her first year at Hogwarts school she would find true friends, learn magic, and discover the secrets of the Houses of Hogwarts.
Magically talented, Slytherin fem!Harry. AU world with a canonical tone. No rehash of the stations of canon. No bashing. No kid politicians. No 11-year-old romances.



      Notes

        Rewrite: As of 17 April 2022, this story has been rewritten. The new material is about 16k words, but there have also been a fair amount of edits which are not captured by that wordcount. For a summary of the changes, head to the link in my profile.
Resources: Check my AO3 profile for various additional resources relating to the story, including a Hogwarts map and Victoria’s timetable. 
Acknowledgements: I would like to thank Newcomb, Lindsey, Sesc, Blorcyn and Selethe for their detailed feedback and input on the development of the story.




  






      

  











The Girl Who Lived








  From its proud position perched on the side of a hill, Hidebound House overlooked the village of Little Whinging in Surrey. Reachable only by a narrow country lane, it was a generously sized house, surrounded on all sides by gardens and separated from its neighbours by tall hedges. Ivy grew up its stone walls, and if you took a stroll through the back garden you would eventually find an old wooden gate leading out into a field inhabited by sheep.
The house was home to the Dursley family. It was a rather nice house for such a young family, but Mr Vernon Dursley came from money, his parents owning a reasonable amount of land down in Sussex. Vernon himself was a large, beefy man, even at thirty-years-old, and had a bushy moustache which was about five decades out of fashion. His wife, Petunia, was quite the opposite: skinny, blonde, long-necked and horse-faced, she was several years younger than her husband and had worked as his secretary before they had got married. Their one-year-old son, Dudley, took after Vernon, red-faced and chubby around the neck and cheeks, but he had his mother’s blond hair.
The fourth of November 1981 dawned on Hidebound House much as any other November day: cold, dark, and wet. As always, the Dursleys were up early: Vernon because he needed to get into London, where he worked as the managing director of his own company, a small but growing manufacturer of drills; Petunia because Dudley started crying at five o’clock and wouldn’t stop wailing until he had been fed three times.
Their morning routine was familiar and efficient, and Vernon was in his Mercedes-Benz by eight o’clock. As he drove off, he did not notice a cloaked figure standing at the end of the drive, looking up at the house, nor did he notice the way the rain seemed to bend around the figure, leaving their cloak dry. Even though the stranger was standing in plain view, Vernon’s eyes slid over them as if there were no-one there.
The cloaked figure was known as Locke, and she was an Auror.
The Guild of Aurors were bounty hunters, the elite of the elite, and usually spent their time conducting the most dangerous missions, calling for high levels of stealth and, if necessary, combat expertise. More often than not, the Ministry of Magic paid them to track down and capture dark wizards, but sometimes their unique skills were needed outside the criminal sphere.
Locke’s most valued skill was that of legilimency, the power to look into people’s minds. It was an obscure form of magic—not exactly a secret, but one which many witches and wizards were ignorant of, and the Ministry of Magic preferred to keep it that way. However, it was undeniably a useful ability, and Locke was particularly good at it. Intelligence work was her specialty, which had made her the natural choice when the Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement had been looking for someone to scout out the Muggle—or non-magical—Dursley family and assess their suitability for a very important task.
Locke had been watching the Dursleys for over a day now, and she didn’t much like what she saw.
The mother, Petunia, was the worst of the bunch. There was venom in her mind, and a deep-seated hatred of magic borne of resentment of her younger sister Lily, who was more talented, more beautiful, and, crucially, a witch. As a result, Petunia was obsessed with Muggle normality and respectability; appearances mattered more to her than anything else.
Her husband, Vernon, was a simpler creature. Beneath layers of self-interest, greed, and false confidence, Locke discovered a remarkably weak will. He was that most pathetic of small-minded men, someone whose bigotry came about not through strong belief, but simply because it was the easiest route. Where Petunia led, Vernon would follow.
Even their young son made Locke’s lip curl with distaste. Though his mind was still fuzzy with youth, she could already make out the first strands of gluttony and cruelty in his character, seeds planted and nurtured by his parents.
All in all, the Dursleys were the last family in the world to whom Locke would deliver a magical child. It was a pity, then, that this was precisely her task.
She could still scarcely believe it. A week before, wizarding Britain had been engaged in a shadow war, a decade-long struggle for the soul of the Ministry of Magic against Lord Voldemort, a known murderer and quite possibly the most powerful wizard who had ever lived. He was supported in his quest for power by a cabal of dark wizards known only as the Death Eaters. Their membership was shrouded in secrecy, but they were quietly supported by no small part of the wizarding population—an unlikely alliance between traditionalists, who sought a return to the days when the old families had monopolised power, and radicals, who dreamt of a new golden age of wizardry isolated from Muggle influences.
And now, against all the odds, Lord Voldemort was dead. The moment he had been destroyed, those under his enchantments had suddenly found themselves free from his influence, able to speak out and name the Death Eaters—or at least, some of them. Finally, after years of frustration and setbacks, the Ministry was making arrests, including some of the most prominent individuals in magical society.
But the most extraordinary thing was how Lord Voldemort had died. He had not been defeated in some grand duel with Albus Dumbledore, his only real competition for the position of most powerful wizard in the world. Nor had he been tracked down and killed by Aurors in the Ministry’s employ. No, Lord Voldemort had been defeated by a baby girl.
The details were still under investigation, and it was probable that the full story would never be known, but some things were clear: on Halloween, Lord Voldemort had gone to Godric’s Hollow to murder James and Lily Potter; after killing them, he had turned his wand on their young daughter, Victoria; there had been an explosion, and now Lord Voldemort was gone.
Somehow, against all the odds, Victoria Potter had survived.
Her parents were still dead, however, which meant the one-year-old child was in need of a new home. That was why Locke was spending her day in the rain, hidden behind a Muggle-Repelling Charm, and why she was looking into the Dursleys’ minds: Petunia Dursley was Victoria Potter’s aunt and last living relative.
Locke continued to observe the family as the day wore on. She watched as Petunia set her son down in front of the television while she busied herself with applying nail polish. She watched as Dudley ate a lunch consisting of nothing but chips and ice cream. She watched as a neighbour visited with her own young son, only for the two women to forget entirely about their children as they exchanged gossip, neither of them noticing that Dudley had discovered the joy of kicking his younger, smaller friend in the face.
It wasn’t long before the sun began to set—the days in November were short—and soon after that, Vernon returned home, whistling to himself as he parked his car. Once again, he failed to perceive the figure standing in his driveway. If he had noticed her, he might have had some warning that his good cheer was not to last.
The world grew dark, and that was when Locke’s client turned up. Bartemius Crouch appeared with a whisper, materialising out of thin air with enviable poise and precision. He was a man of middling height and middling age, his neat black hair and toothbrush moustache flecked with grey, and he wore business-like black robes. At first sight, it would be easy to mistake him as a Ministry bureaucrat, one of the endless undersecretaries obsessed with paperwork and process, but Locke knew him to be a powerful wizard and a ruthless politician.
“Auror Locke,” he said, finding her in the darkness without any difficulties. “Report.”
She cut to the chase. “They are entirely unsuitable. In fact, they’re barely capable of taking care of their own Muggle son, never mind a young witch.” She then explained to him all that she had observed.
When she was done, Crouch just sighed. “This is an unfortunate turn of events. The girl’s already on her way.”
Locke raised her eyebrows. She was not used to having her work dismissed. “It’s your money, of course. But if you don’t mind my asking, what was the point in paying me to watch them if you were just going to ignore my findings?”
Crouch snorted but took no issue with her tone. As independent agents, Aurors were generally free to speak their minds, even if the Ministry was their biggest customer. “Matters have developed since we last spoke. We may no longer have the luxury of choice. You will understand better once—ah, yes, here they come.”
Two more figures appeared from thin air, a man and a woman. The man was tall and elderly, with a lined face and a long white beard, and he was wearing a purple cloak—the only one of their party not wearing black. The woman next to him was considerably shorter, with coiffed grey hair and a severe, thin-lipped expression. She also happened to be the Minister for Magic.
Crouch stepped forward. “Good evening, Minister Bagnold. I believe you know Auror Locke?” Locke shook the Minister’s hand, sensing recognition from her mind. “And of course, Locke, you will be familiar with Professor Dumbledore.”
Locke nodded. Who didn’t know Dumbledore? The man was old enough that he had probably taught transfiguration to Bagnold and Crouch back when they had gone through school; by the time Locke had arrived, he had moved on to the position of Headmaster.
Dumbledore gave her a warm smile. “A pleasure, Persephone. It’s been quite a few years.”
“Yes, yes, we all know each other,” the Minister said, waving her hand impatiently. “Now isn’t the time for formalities. What has Locke found, Barty?”
“Nothing good, I’m afraid,” Crouch said, his gaze drifting to the house. “They are the worst sort of Muggles. As you know, the sister is already aware of magic, but if anything this makes the situation worse. She seems to have developed something of a dislike of wizards.”
“To put it mildly,” Locke interjected.
Minister Bagnold glanced at Dumbledore, and Locke could feel her uncertainty. Dumbledore, however, was inscrutable, and his mind felt completely silent.
“So where does this leave us, then?” Bagnold asked. “Can we really place the girl here? The Wizengamot won’t be happy, I can tell you that. They’re already calling her the Girl Who Lived for what she did. They’ll want a proper wizarding family to take her in, and I can’t say I disagree—last living relatives or not.”
Dumbledore stroked his beard. “Normally I would be in full agreement with you, Minister. All things being equal, a magical family would be preferable. However, in the circumstances…”
“Circumstances?” Locke asked.
It was Crouch who answered. “To put it simply, she will soon become the Girl Who Died if matters continue as they are. There’s been two attacks in as many days, in spite of our best protections. This very afternoon, Rosier and Travers tried to take her.”
Locke gasped, the revelation shaking her to the core. “Rosier!”
Evan Rosier was an Auror, and one of the most talented duellists she knew. To think that he had been a Death Eater all along... well, there had always been rumours that one or two of the Aurors had taken contracts with the Dark Lord, but kidnapping a child was not something the Guild would tolerate.
“Indeed,” Dumbledore said, though his voice betrayed no distress. Locke wasn’t sure that anything could phase him. “The last few days have started to reveal the true extent of Lord Voldemort’s network, and I’m afraid to say it has surpassed all expectations. Travers, too, is a great blow...”
Minister Bagnold shook her head. “The Travers family have served the Ministry for generations! I just can’t comprehend it.”
What she left unsaid, but was quite clear in her mind, was that the Travers family were among her most public political supporters. The fact that their heir was also a Death Eater would do her no favours with the public or the Wizengamot.
“Comprehensible or not, Travers will be tried in the morning. The Council of Magical Law is already drawing up the papers,” Crouch said firmly. He was a keen supporter of swift justice, and an even keener supporter of anything which might increase his chances of replacing Bagnold as Minister for Magic. “Rosier, however, got away. We’ve got Robards on the trail, but Rosier knows how the Aurors work. It may take some time to track him down.”
“Which brings us back to the reason we are here,” Dumbledore said. “The Ministry cannot guarantee Victoria Potter’s safety. Nor can I. The only people who can are those residing in Hidebound House.”
Locke frowned. “Muggles? How can they do anything?”
“There is a spell,” Dumbledore explained, “one based on the bond between those of the same blood, which—”
“Oh, spare us the theory!” Minister Bagnold snapped. “I had the Unspeakables explain it to me, and even they could barely get their heads around it.” She looked to Locke. “Let’s just say it’s a spell which only works if the girl lives with her mother’s blood, which means here.”
Locke’s thoughts went to Petunia Dursley and her poisonous mind. “But surely there are other spells? I heard about the Potters—can’t you use that one again? Obviously not with Black, this time…”
“Alas, I fear not,” Dumbledore said. “I think recent events have exposed the weaknesses of the Fidelius Charm. And even if they had not, I would not recommend it. The power of the Fidelius is based on secrecy and obscurity. It does not itself provide protection from harm, an oversight which can be exploited by a cunning wizard with time and resources. Sirius Black is still on the loose, and we know that there must be a number of Death Eaters out there who have yet to be unmasked. No, this is surely the best way.”
Minister Bagnold sighed and looked back up at the house. “Well, at least she will not lack for anything. They seem to be well off—for Muggles at least.”
“Indeed,” Crouch said. “We will also arrange for Mr Dursley’s business to succeed, to compensate them for any additional costs.”
“Well, it seems that we have little choice,” Bagnold said, but Locke could tell that her mind was still fluid with indecision. “Bring her in.”
There was a quiet pop, and with it a fifth person appeared in their midst: Mad-Eye Moody, a Master Auror. He was a scarred, grizzled man, with a mane of long brown hair, but the most striking thing about him were his eyes. One of them was completely normal, but the other was a bulging, electric-blue, whizzing around to look in all directions. His nose was recently bandaged, with blood beginning to seep through the white linen, and in his arms he carried a sleeping baby girl.
“Are you well, Alastor?” Dumbledore asked, his eyes lingering on Moody’s bandaged nose.
Moody grunted. “One of Rosier’s—only just missed me. Took a proper chunk out my nose, though... I’ll have it looked at later. Can’t leave the girl until she’s safe.”
All eyes turned to the baby in his arms. At a year old, Victoria Potter was on the verge of becoming a toddler, her hair still wispy with just the faintest hint of black. She was sleeping peacefully, but on her forehead there was an angry red scar in the shape of a lightning bolt.
“Fascinating,” Dumbledore said, and he brushed his fingers against the air in front of the scar. “There is powerful magic in that scar—Lord Voldemort’s magic.”
Crouch looked at it uneasily. “Is it safe?”
“The Bond of Blood should contain any ill effects,” Dumbledore said, still focused on the scar. “And with Lord Voldemort gone, one would expect his lingering magic to fade over time.”
Bagnold shook her head. “It is still hard to believe that he’s dead, and at the hands of a baby no less. Looking at her now, she seems like just another child.”
“Good,” Dumbledore said, finally withdrawing his hand. “For that is what she is. Let her have a normal childhood, or as close to one as possible without her parents. At least here, in the Muggle world, she will not be hounded by the papers and the public.”
“And if she displays magic?” Bagnold asked, her uncertainty rising again. “She’s a metamorphmagus, according to her birth certificate. The Muggles won’t know how to handle that.”
Dumbledore raised an eyebrow. “Having second thoughts, Minister? I have full confidence that the Ministry will deal with any accidental magic efficiently, as it does with Muggleborns. As for her metamorphmagery, I understand that it is largely latent in nature. You can see that for yourself—she has not changed once in the time we have been speaking. I am sure it will be fine.”
Crouch clucked his tongue impatiently. “The decision has been made. Agonising over the risks will not change the fact that there is no alternative.”
The Minister looked between Crouch and Dumbledore, and finally Locke felt a decision form in her mind. “Very well; I can tell when I’m outvoted. And I suppose they are her only remaining family. You may proceed.”
“Thank you, Minister,” Dumbledore said, and he withdrew his wand from under his cloak. “May I?”
He waved his wand and their clothes shifted around them. No longer were they wearing cloaks, but smart Muggle business wear—an impressive transfiguration, even if Dumbledore’s suit was still purple.
“Shall we?” Dumbledore asked, and Crouch stepped up to the front door of the house.
With three sharp knocks, the Dursleys’ world was changed forever.






      

  











The Man at the Ball








  Ten long years passed, and yet Hidebound House barely changed at all. The extensive gardens still blossomed, the stone walls of the house were still covered with ivy, and the latest model from Mercedes could still be found parked in the garage. But for all that the house had stayed the same, the life of the inhabitants had transformed beyond recognition.
Family photographs which had once depicted two young parents holding a chubby baby boy were now home to four figures. The baby boy had become a rather spherical eleven-year-old with no neck and a splotchy complexion. Vernon had also put on weight, his moustache growing thicker as if it had to keep up with his waistline. Petunia, meanwhile, was as thin and long-necked as ever, but her blonde hair was now dyed to hide the faint beginnings of grey.
The fourth figure in the photographs was Victoria. A pretty girl with long black hair and bright green eyes, she could be seen standing slightly to the side in every photo, as if she didn’t quite belong. The scar which had once marred her forehead was nowhere to be seen, and her unblemished skin gave off a healthy glow hinting at long hours spent in the garden.
It was there that she was to be found one sunny afternoon in the summer of 1991. Victoria loved the garden; it was by far her favourite part of the house, and she knew the names of every flower, tree and bush it contained. She loved the sweet scent which came from the winding hedges full of pink roses. She loved the pond at the far end of the garden, water lilies floating at its centre. Perhaps most importantly of all, she loved that her annoying cousin Dudley rarely ventured far enough from a television to find her there.
She would have liked to help the gardener who visited twice a week with his planting, pruning and mowing, but Petunia strictly forbade it. Apparently gardening was not an appropriate pastime for young ladies, running the risk of muddy knees and grass stains on dresses, so Victoria was forced to enjoy herself in other ways—ways that Petunia didn’t know about.

  “Victoria! Where are you?”

Victoria ignored Petunia’s calls. She was deep within the garden and could easily pretend that she hadn’t heard her aunt, who was all the way back in the house. Instead, she continued her mission of convincing the white jasmine to give her one of its flowers.
“I’m going to London tonight and it’s very important,” she explained, speaking to the mass of star-shaped flowers which grew up and around a latticed archway. “I just know I’d be the prettiest girl there if you gave me a flower. You have so many to spare… please could I have one?”
She paused, waiting to see if the plant would answer, and sure enough a single white flower floated down from the top of the arch, landing gently in her outstretched palm.
“Thank you.”
With well-practiced familiarity, Victoria took the flower and rubbed it between her wrists, releasing an unusually powerful burst of fragrance. She would smell of jasmine for hours to come, fresher and more durable than any perfume from the shops.
She honestly couldn’t remember when she had first realised that she could make things happen that other people couldn’t. For as long as her memories went back, she had been doing things that just seemed natural to her. Wasn’t it obvious that if you tied a feather to an object, you could make it float? And wasn’t it clear as day that if you clapped at a candle, you might startle it into lighting?
It had taken her longer to understand that she was different—that other people didn’t see the world the same way. As she had grown older, she had started to learn how the world was supposed to work, but even now she struggled to tell what was normal and what wasn’t. Of course, she had long since learnt to keep her thoughts to herself, because the Dursleys would get angry whenever she said something unnatural, and the girls at school would just laugh at her like she was an idiot.
Silly Vicky, they called her, all condescending smiles and amused looks that they thought she didn’t notice. It made her feel like she was an idiot.
Victoria hated feeling like an idiot. She knew she wasn’t—she always got top marks in English, History, Geography, and French, and she could remember things she’d been told years ago without even having to think about it. But she was bottom of the class in Science and Maths, falling so far behind that the school had written several letters to the Dursleys about it.
It was all very unjust in Victoria’s option. After all, it wasn’t her fault that Miss Grimshaw didn’t know that the number seven refused to be divided. And how could she be blamed if Mr Bradley didn’t understand that plants grew because the wind sang to them?
“Victoria! There you are!”
Petunia came down the garden path, dressed in a light blue evening gown and wearing her best jewellery. She was clutching a pair of high heels in one hand, and the other was holding up the long skirt of her dress to prevent it from dragging on the grass.
Petunia cried with dismay when she got a proper look at Victoria. “Oh, just look at you! You’re not even close to being ready. Quickly now! Up to the house, washed and dressed before six!”
“Yes, Aunt Petunia.”
She traipsed back up to the house, collecting a fresh towel from the airing cupboard and making her way to the bathroom at the end of the hall—she was the only member of the family not to have an en suite. She showered as quickly as she could, making sure to avoid getting her hair wet, but once she was dry she ended up wasting a lot of time trying to decide which dress to wear.
It wasn’t that she had too few clothes. Wardrobes took up one full side of her bedroom, and it wasn’t a small bedroom either. Littered with piles of books and with a large double bed at its centre, the walls were painted a pale pink and a large bay window looked out onto the garden.
No, the problem was too much choice. Eventually, she decided to ignore the blue dress which Petunia had laid out on her bed and selected a dark green dress with short sleeves and a long skirt. She would have preferred to wear a lighter summer dress, given the summer heat, but she knew that Petunia wouldn’t allow it. One did not wear summer dresses to formal events.
Victoria slipped the dress over her head and took in her appearance in a full-length mirror. The dress was fine, but her hair was a mess. She scrunched up her nose and pushed, as if to pop her ears. Suddenly her hair was alive: it straightened with a wiggle, and then began to braid itself into two fine Dutch braids, which tied around the back of her head like a circlet.
Yes, that would do nicely, she thought as she examined her reflection. She was sure that none of the other girls would have done their hair in anything so complicated a style, and she was bound to get at least a few compliments for it. After all, a normal girl would have needed hours to get it right.
She had first discovered this ability when she was seven-years-old, after returning from the hairdresser with a terrible haircut. In a moment of extreme regret her hair had restored itself to its previous style, as if by magic. The Dursleys had tried to pretend it never happened, as they did every time something unnatural happened around her, but Victoria didn’t forget.
The ability seemed to grow as she did. By the time she was nine, she could change almost anything about how she looked on the surface. That was why her hair grew straight without her needing to brush it, and it was why her skin kept a healthy tan throughout the winter. She'd even made her nose cuter, making it narrower and giving it a slight upturn at the end. Deeper changes, however, were much more difficult. Try as she might, she couldn’t make herself taller. In fact, it had taken all her concentration and effort just to remove the scar from her forehead.
Her musings were interrupted by Petunia’s shrill voice.
“VICTORIA! ARE YOU READY YET?”
She slipped on her pumps and hurried downstairs to find the Dursleys waiting in the entrance hall. Vernon and Dudley were wearing identical dinner suits, their shoes gleaming with polish, and Petunia had found the time to put her high heels on.
If Victoria had been hoping for compliments from her family, she was to be disappointed. Petunia’s eyes narrowed as she took in the green dress. “That’s not the one I laid out,” she said snippily. “Didn’t you see it?”
Victoria looked down at her dress. “This one’s my favourite.”
“Yes, but you wore it last month already.” Petunia sighed. “Well, it’s too late to change now! Just don’t come crying to me if someone notices. You can lead a horse to water...”
Vernon checked his watch. “Just so, Pet. Best be off now, or we’ll be late.”
They got into the Mercedes and started the drive into London. Their destination was a prestigious event: the Black and White Ball, a political fundraiser packed with government ministers, including the Prime Minister himself. Vernon had paid through the nose for tickets and had big plans for the evening.
“Now remember, we’re here for a reason,” Vernon said as they passed through Richmond. “The government has approved an extension of the Jubilee Line, and if Grunnings could supply the drills for the tunnelling, it’d be quite the feather in our cap. But to do that, we need to make a good impression with the Minister for Transport. Petunia?”
 “I’m to speak to the Minister’s wife,” Petunia said. “Their son has recently got into Oxford and she’s very proud.”
“Good,” Vernon said. “Dudley?”
“I’ll be with you,” Dudley said. “I’m going to tell everyone how much I’m looking forward to Smeltings next year.”
“Atta boy,” Vernon said. “The Minister went to Smeltings too, so that’s a foot in the door for us. And you, Victoria?”
She sighed. “I’m to stay out of the way, look pretty, and remember that I should be seen and not heard.”
Vernon nodded. “That’s right. What do we always say?”
“Children should speak only when spoken to,” Victoria recited. She didn’t bother to point out the obvious contradiction in their rules—the fact that Dudley was going to be speaking to adults all night. Victoria had long-since learnt that objecting never got her anywhere.
“And you’ll do well to remember it,” Vernon said. “Now, what do you say if someone does speak to you?”
She rolled her eyes, safe in the knowledge that Vernon couldn’t see her in the back of the car. “I’ll tell them how generous you are, and how grateful I am that you took me in after my parents died in a car crash.”
“And above all?”
“I’m not to say anything weird or unnatural.”
“Damn right,” Vernon said. “This evening’s far too important for you to mess it up, so just keep to yourself and be thankful we’re bringing you at all.”
Lecture finished, the car returned to silence. They arrived at the venue not long after that, a fancy Mayfair hotel built in the Georgian style, with smartly dressed ushers by the door to guide them towards the ballroom. The hotel was already filled with guests, all of them elegantly dressed, the men in dinner suits like Vernon and Dudley, the women wearing gowns in every colour imaginable.
Once Vernon and Petunia had armed themselves with flutes of champagne, they then engaged in the most boring of adult activities imaginable: mingling. Victoria was forced to follow them around as they greeted one acquaintance after another, filling the time with pointless small talk.

  “Hasn’t the weather been lovely this summer?”


  “How’s business?”


  “Will you get some time off this year?”

It was almost enough to make her wish she’d been left at home. Worse than the boredom, however, was the repeated indignity of being introduced to strangers. It always went exactly the same way.
“Our son, Dudley,” Vernon would begin, resting his hand on Dudley’s shoulder with a proud smile. “He’ll be off to Smeltings in September. Like father like son, eh, Dudders?”
Everyone would then exchange comments about how much fun Dudley would have at school, just like they had when they had been young. Inevitably, however, eyes would eventually turn to Victoria.
“And who is this lovely young lady? Your daughter?”
“Our niece,” Petunia would respond, always quick with the correction. “Lost her parents when she was a baby, the poor thing.”
Appropriate sounds of sympathy would follow, and if she was lucky they’d leave the topic behind to discuss something boring, like how tasteful the decorations were. But sometimes, they would ask more.
“And where will you be going in September, Victoria?”
Vernon never let her answer for herself. Her job was to smile and look pretty, not to speak.
“It’ll be the local comp for her, I’m afraid. Not the brightest tool in the shed, if you catch my drift. A grammar school would’ve been ideal, but fat chance of her passing the Eleven Plus, eh, Petunia?”
It was a relief when they were finally shepherded to their tables for dinner. Unfortunately, Victoria’s hopes for a proper meal were soon dashed: an army of waiters delivered a succession of courses to the tables, each plate serving up a tiny portion full of bizarre ingredients she’d never heard of, and there seemed to be all sorts of rules about which piece of cutlery you were supposed to use for each one. She tried to copy Petunia, but even she seemed to be baffled by the array of knives and forks on offer—of the Dursleys, only Vernon seemed to know what he was doing.
It was just before dessert that disaster struck.
“Is there no more red wine?” asked Mrs Williams, sitting next to Vernon. There was an empty bottle in her hand.
Vernon peered at an equally empty bottle of white wine. “No more of anything!”
“They’ll have extra at the bar,” Petunia said. “Victoria can go and get some.” She gave Victoria a don’t-argue-with-me look. “Won’t you, dear?”
“Fine.”
Victoria slipped away from the table, hoping that she wouldn’t miss dessert, and wound her way through the ballroom towards the bar at the far side of the room. She was surprised to find a man sitting there, nursing a tumbler of golden liquid—even she knew that it wasn’t polite to get up during dinner. He was an older man, too old to call him middle-aged, but not yet old enough to count as elderly, with long sideburns and rosy cheeks. The fact that he was sitting at the bar was not his only breach of decorum, however. He was dressed rather oddly too, wearing a pinstripe suit and a bowler hat.
“Excuse me?” Victoria asked, ignoring the man in the bowler hat to draw the barman’s attention. He had to lean forwards to see her properly; the bar was as tall as she was. “May I have some more wine, please? Um, red and white.”
The man in the bowler hat chuckled, turning to look at her with a strangely paternal expression. “A bit young for wine, aren’t you?”
She felt her face heat up with embarrassment. “Oh! No, it’s not for me! It’s for my uncle and aunt and Mrs Williams. They’ve run out, you see.”
The barman looked uncertain. “I’m not supposed to…”
“Please?” Victoria asked, batting her eyelashes and focusing on his eyes. A familiar thrill rushed through her, the hair on the back of her neck standing on end. “My aunt won’t be happy if I come back with nothing.”
The barman blinked several times. When his eyes focused once more, he was rather more compliant. “Of course, Miss. I’ll fetch some from the kitchen straight away.”
He departed through a swinging door, leaving Victoria alone with the man in the bowler hat, who watched the barman’s retreating back with interest.
“I shall pretend I didn’t see that,” he said once the barman was gone. He gave her a wink. “A most impressive display for one your age, I admit. But perhaps it is not surprising, given who you are.”
Victoria frowned. Had he somehow realised what she’d done to the barman? And what did he mean, who she was?
“Do I, um, know you?”
The man raised his bushy eyebrows. “Forgive me, I assumed you knew. I am Cornelius Fudge.” He held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you.”
Victoria gave his hand a confused shake. “I’m Victoria. Victoria—”
“—Potter.” He gave her an indulgent smile. “But of course you are.”
The fact that he knew her name did not dispel her confusion. “Are you one of my uncle’s friends?” she asked, and as she did, a horrible thought occurred to her. “You’re not—you’re not the Minister, are you?”
“At your service,” Cornelius said, giving her a short bow.
Victoria’s heart sank. Vernon would be furious if he found out that she’d spoken to the Minister for Transport before him. The best she could do was try to make a good impression.
“Uncle Vernon’s very good at making drills,” she declared earnestly. “And, um, I’m very grateful that he took me in after my parents died in a car crash. The Dursleys are very generous. And, oh! Uncle Vernon would really like to talk with you. I probably should have said that first...”
Now it was Cornelius who looked confused. “Car crash? What on earth do you mean?”
She wasn’t sure how she could spell it out more clearly. Was he a bit simple, perhaps? “My parents died when I was little. In a car crash. So, Uncle Vernon and Aunt Petunia took me in.”
If anything, her words just seemed to distress the Minister more.
“A car crash?” he repeated, his face going red. And then he said something very interesting indeed. “My dear, your parents did not die in a car crash. They were—”
“Fudge? Is that you?”
The man who had interrupted was tall, with chunky glasses and grey hair. He was dressed like every other man there except for Cornelius, in a dinner suit with a bow tie, but that didn’t stop Victoria from recognising him. Even ten-year-old girls knew who the Prime Minister was.
Vernon was going to be so angry.
“It is you,” the Prime Minister said, and the tone of his voice suggested that Cornelius’ presence was not entirely welcome. “What on earth are you doing here?”
“I believe you sent an invitation?” Cornelius said mildly. “I thought I might use the occasion to meet someone important.”
The Prime Minister frowned. “If you had wanted to speak with me, you could have simply arranged a meeting in my office. I don’t see why—”
“Apologies, Prime Minister,” Cornelius said, “but I wasn’t talking about you.”
The Prime Minister took a moment to absorb the insult, his face turning slightly pink. “Well, if not me, then who?” he asked, before a look of realisation crossed his face. He looked around nervously. “There aren’t more of your lot here, are there?”
Cornelius smiled. “Just the one, Prime Minister.” He nodded in Victoria’s direction, and suddenly she found herself the sole focus of the most important man in Britain. “Meet Victoria Potter.”
The Prime Minister glanced at Cornelius. “The Victoria Potter? The one you told me about?”
“The very same.”
“Ah. I see. Well then—” the Prime Minister stooped over so that he was closer to Victoria’s height “—it’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Potter. We are all in your debt.” And then he held out his hand.
Victoria shook it, more confused than ever, her mind still reeling from Cornelius’ statement about her parents. Meeting the Prime Minister was very important, of course, but she couldn’t just let that go.
“Sorry,” she said, catching Cornelius’ eye over the Prime Minister’s shoulder. “But what did you mean about my parents not dying in a car crash?”
The Prime Minister frowned, glancing back at Cornelius. “But surely she must know?”
“It seems not,” Cornelius said. “Victoria, your parents were—”
“Prime Minister!”
Victoria spun around at the sound of Vernon’s voice; he was approaching with Petunia in tow, the two of them striding towards the bar with purpose.
“So pleased to meet you, Prime Minister,” Vernon said, jutting out his hand, which the Prime Minister shook by instinct. “I see you’ve met my niece—I do hope she wasn’t bothering you!”
“No, not at all,” the Prime Minister said. “We were just—”
“Splendid!” Vernon said, still shaking the Prime Minister’s hand vigorously. “She’s got a very active imagination, you know—comes out with complete nonsense sometimes! But enough about that.” He jerked his head at Petunia, who seized Victoria firmly by the shoulders and began to steer her away. “I was meaning to have a conversation with your Minister for Transport…”
“Wait!” Victoria cried, trying to turn in Petunia’s grip, so desperate to hear what Cornelius had to say that she was willing to risk punishment. “I wanted to know—”
“Quiet!” Petunia hissed, and her nails dug painfully into Victoria’s shoulders. She didn’t stop moving, continuing to pull Victoria back towards the tables, away from Cornelius, the Prime Minister, and Vernon. Victoria tried to squirm out of her grasp, but she wasn’t strong enough. “The PM doesn’t want to speak to little girls! What do we always say?”
Victoria clenched her jaw in frustration, wanting to scream but knowing that it wouldn’t help. “Children should be seen and not heard.”
They were well away from the others by now; she couldn’t even hear their voices.
“That’s right,” Petunia said. “We won’t be hearing another peep from you tonight, young lady. Mark my words, you’re in serious trouble.”






      

  











Owl Post








  Petunia had not lied; Victoria was indeed in trouble. In the wake of the ball, she was subject to the most severe set of punishments she had ever experienced: all her books were taken away, as was her radio, and worst of all, she was forbidden from going outside. In the absence of all her usual favourite activities, Petunia had set her to work on household chores, making her help with the ironing, hoovering, and washing up.
Even worse than the punishments, however, were the questions swirling in her mind. How had the Minister for Transport known her name, and how had he known her parents? How had they died, if not in a car crash? Why would the Dursleys have lied to her?
Her questions were doomed to go unanswered. She wasn’t stupid enough to ask Petunia directly how her parents had died—that would have just earned her more punishment—but she had made various attempts at more subtle enquiries. Unfortunately, all these questions were met with the same answer.
“Mind your own business,” Petunia would say, “and don’t ask questions.”
Her only escape from this miserable existence was school. There were still a few weeks to go until the start of the summer holidays, and Victoria eagerly took the opportunity to get out of the house, walking on her own down the hill, through the park and past the church to Little Whinging Primary.
In spite of her problems with Science and Maths, she had always enjoyed school. It reminded her that there was a world outside Hidebound House, a world she would one day enjoy for herself without any of Petunia’s rules, Vernon’s lectures, or Dudley’s habit of pulling her hair. She often daydreamed of that day, anticipating a time when she could wear anything she chose, read whatever she wanted, and ask all the questions she liked. For now, however, she was still ten-years-old, and that meant Science on a Monday morning with Mr Bradley.
Mr Bradley was teaching them about energy, a subject Victoria found particularly confusing. He was a middle-aged man, about the same age as Vernon, with a neatly trimmed beard, thick glasses, and a droning voice that always set her mind wandering.
“... so you see, some things store energy, and other things use it,” he was explaining, standing at the front of the class. On the table in front of him there was an electric lamp hooked up to a battery. “The battery stores energy, which the lamp uses up when you turn it on. If you leave the lamp on for long enough, the battery goes flat. For everything in the world, the energy has to come from somewhere, because you can’t create or destroy energy, only move it around.”
Victoria frowned at his words—that didn’t seem right at all. She raised her hand; groans went up from the whole class.
“Here we go again,” muttered Piers Polkiss, a spindly boy who was Dudley’s best friend. The class tittered.
“Yes, Victoria?” Mr Bradley asked with a sigh.
“Well, it’s just, is that really how it works?” She glanced around at the faces of her classmates; surely some of them also saw the problems with Mr Bradley’s lesson? “Doesn’t the lamp just make light because that’s what it’s supposed to do? If it didn’t make light, it wouldn’t be a lamp. Or... I guess it’d be a broken lamp, like a tree that doesn’t make fruit.”
Mr Bradley just shook his head. “Watch.” He disconnected the battery and the light went out. “It’s true that the lamp has been designed to make light, but it still needs an energy source, somewhere to get electricity. Now—”
“But it’s just shy!” Victoria said, interrupting whatever he was going to say next. “It still wants to make light, see?” Without warning, she clapped her hands loudly and shouted, “WAKE UP!”
The lamp immediately lit up, brighter than it had been before. Mr Bradley jumped in surprise, frowned, then checked and double checked the battery. Upon discovering that it was indeed disconnected, he picked up the lamp and examined it, as if trying to find a hidden battery within its housing. The class giggled; Mr Bradley’s face went red, and he looked up at Victoria with accusing eyes.
“What’ve you been told about playing tricks, Victoria? I don’t know what you’ve done this time, but we’ve spoken before about not disrupting classes.”
“But—”
“Enough from you, I think,” Mr Bradley said, and she wilted in her seat, regretting having said anything. It never ended well. “You can be sure I’ll be telling your aunt and uncle about this.”
She stewed in resentment for the rest of the class, scoring zero out of ten on the worksheet which they had to complete, and was relieved when break arrived at eleven o’clock. Cardboard cartons of milk were handed out in the assembly hall, and she and the other girls drank theirs quickly before rushing out into the playground to skip.
As usual, Victoria was assigned the role of holding one end of the rope while Emma, Emily, Ellie, and Evie took turns at skipping. She dutifully counted loudly with each skip, and soon enough they had all taken a turn.
“Can I have a go now?” Victoria asked, moving to pass her end of the rope over to Emily.
Today, however, Emily was not feeling generous. “In a moment, Silly Vicky.”
The girls all giggled, and Victoria had to hide her scowl. She hated it when they called her that. She could have gone off by herself and made her own fun, but every time she did that, Dudley would find her, chase her, and pull her hair. No, it was better to stay with the girls, even if they didn’t let her skip.
Each of the girls took a second turn, and then a third, every time promising Victoria that she’d have her turn ‘in a moment’. Her moment never came, however, and by the time the bell rang for the end of break, they were on their fourth turn. The other girls returned quickly to the schoolhouse, but Victoria lingered behind, determined to have a go, even if it was on her own.
It was as she was looping the excess rope around her wrists that she saw it: a tawny owl was perched on the nearby fence which separated the playground from the churchyard, and it was looking straight at her.
“Weird,” she said, taking a good look, for she had never seen a live owl before. It stuck out its leg, to which an envelope was attached by a piece of string. How had she not noticed that before? She took a step forward, curious, but paused at the sight of the owl’s talons. They looked very sharp. “Also on the news tonight: ten-year-old girl has her eyes clawed out by a crazy owl,” she muttered, turning away. “No thank you.”
She resumed her skipping, managing to get to over twenty skips before she caught her foot on the rope. The owl watched her the whole time, the envelope attached to its leg, taunting her with the questions it raised. How had someone trained an owl to carry a letter? Why would you bother, when you could just send something in the post? And most importantly: was the letter for her?
She shuffled closer, ready to run at the first sign of an attack, and the bird shook its leg in her direction as if inviting her to take the envelope. Victoria reached forward, trying to keep her body as far away as possible. The moment she touched the envelope, the string attaching it to the owl’s leg fell away and, with an impatient hoot, the bird launched itself into the air. Victoria shrieked and fell to the floor, covering her head with her arms, but when she looked up the owl was nowhere to be seen.
The envelope, made of thick paper, sat on the ground next to her. On it someone had handwritten an address:

  Miss Victoria Potter


  The Pink Bedroom


  Hidebound House


  Little Whinging


  Surrey

There was no postcode, she noted, but then she supposed owls didn’t have any use for them. She giggled to herself at the ridiculousness of it all. Still, she wondered who had gone to all this trouble—for her, of all people. She opened the letter and pulled out several sheets made of the same thick paper. Her eyes widened as she took in the front page.

  HOGWARTS SCHOOL of WITCHCRAFT and WIZARDRY


  Headmaster: ALBUS DUMBLEDORE


  (Order of Merlin, First Class; Chief Warlock; Supreme Mugwump, Int. Confed. Wizds.)


  Dear Miss Potter,


  We are pleased to inform you that you have been accepted at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. Please find enclosed a list of all necessary books and equipment.


  Term begins on 1st September 1991. As you reside in a non-magical household, a representative from the school will visit your home on 29th June to assist in your preparations for the school year.


  Yours sincerely,


  Minerva McGonagall


  Deputy Headmistress

Victoria’s first instinct was disbelief, but that was quickly followed by the excitement of dawning realisation. Magic! It explained so much… her strange abilities, the way she saw the world differently to everyone else, maybe even the way the Dursleys pretended never to notice that she was different. And there were other people like her out there, so many that there was a whole school for them!
She wondered if her parents had been magical too—that would certainly make sense, if the Dursleys had known about it and kept it a secret. And the man at the ball, the Minister for Transport, was he a wizard too? Was that how he had known her parents?
Victoria scoured the letter like Dudley would a free buffet, but it threw up far more questions than it answered. Was Merlin real, then? Did that mean King Arthur was too? What on earth was a Supreme Mugwump? Eager for more information, she turned to the lists attached.
 

   EQUIPMENT 


  One wand.


  One telescope.


  One cauldron, pewter, standard size two.


  One set of brewer’s knives.


  One set of scales, brass.


  One set of stirrers.


  One set glass vials. 


   


   GIRLS CLOTHING 


  One black winter outer-robe (open style).


  Five winter inner robes, white. 


  Five summer dress robes, white, checkered with House colour.


  Five plain tights, dark.


  One winter cloak, black, silver fastenings.


  One set flying robes and boots.


  One pair dragon hide (or similar) gloves.


  Black shoes, leather, with a heel of no more than one inch.


  Underwear and other clothing suitable for leisure time.


   


  All clothing should be clearly labelled with the student’s name.


   


   Books 


  The Standard Book of Spells, Grade 1 by Miranda Goshawk


  A History of Magic by Bathilda Bagshot


  Magical Theory by Adalbert Waffling


  A Beginner's Guide to Transfiguration by Emeric Switch


  One Thousand Magical Herbs and Fungi by Phyllida Spore


  Magical Drafts and Potions by Arsenius Jigger


  The Dark Forces: A Guide to Self-Protection by Quentin Trimble


   


  Students are permitted an owl OR cat OR toad. Should any other pets be brought, they shall be handed over to the Gamekeeper.

 
Her amazement grew as she read down the list. She had no idea where you’d buy any of it—except maybe brass scales—but she couldn’t wait to read the books. She’d smuggled The Hobbit out of the school library last year and loved it. But here was a real magical world, with real dragons, and she would get to know everything about it.
Her musings were interrupted by Miss Grimshaw.
“Victoria! What are you doing out here? Back into class, young lady!”
The rest of the day passed in a blur of pent-up excitement. She couldn’t concentrate on English or Geography, not when there was a letter from a magic school sitting in her bag. She desperately wanted to read it again, but the risk that Dudley would steal it was too high, so she resisted temptation all the way until home time at four o’clock.
As usual, she walked home on her own. Dudley didn’t walk, of course—Petunia picked him up in the car—but Victoria preferred having the time to herself, and it was a good way to prolong the time before she got back to Hidebound House. On this occasion, she walked with her nose buried in the letter, reading and re-reading it until she could have recited it from memory.
Her eyes were drawn repeatedly back to the line about someone from the school coming to visit on twenty-ninth of June... that was just a few days away. Would there be a test? Evie had needed to pass a test for the fancy private school she was starting next year. But what would they test her in? She doubted a magic school would be interested in her marks in Maths or Science—at least, she dearly hoped not. No, it seemed much more likely that they’d want to see some of her magic.
Her pace picked up; suddenly she was eager to get home as soon as possible. She only had a couple of days to practice.
By the time she made it back to Hidebound House, Dudley was already halfway into an episode of Grange Hill and Petunia was preparing dinner in the kitchen. Victoria tried to close the front door as quietly as she could, hoping to escape notice, but her hopes were quickly squashed.
“Is that you, Victoria?” Petunia called as she tried to tip-toe upstairs. “Come here and help.”
It was going to be shepherd’s pie for dinner, and Victoria was given the task of peeling the potatoes. She rushed through this job in record time, desperate to be released back to her room, but finishing the potatoes so quickly just encouraged Petunia to give her the carrots as well. Eventually, the finished dish was ready to be put into the oven and Victoria turned to leave.
“Not so fast!” Petunia snapped. “You need to polish the cutlery. And after that you can lay the table.”
And so it went, chore after endless chore until Vernon came home from work and they sat down for dinner. That, too, seemed to last forever. Victoria finished her small portion of shepherd’s pie in less than five minutes, but the usual mantra—"Thank you for my food, please may I get down?”—failed to work its magic.
“You’ll stay and hear about your uncle’s day at work,” Petunia insisted. “You were saying, Vernon?”
It was only after a long and boring lecture about the high quality of British engineering that Victoria was permitted to leave—after helping to carry the plates through to the kitchen—and finally, she retreated to her bedroom. It was time to do some magic.
She started by sitting in front of her mirror and changing how she looked. It was by far the easiest part of magic: it took only a moment of really wanting it, and her hair rippled from black to red to purple to black again. Her eyes were more difficult, but at least it didn’t hurt like it used to. Squinting, she shifted them to blue, to brown, and then to red. Victoria shuddered. She always thought there was something unsettling about red eyes, so she quickly returned them to their vivid green.
After her eyes, she moved onto more advanced changes. She extended her fingernails, brought a blush to her cheeks, and, wanting to see how far she could push herself, tried to lengthen her fingers. She winced as a series of quite disconcerting cracking sounds followed as her bones rearranged themselves. That was not comfortable.
When the transformation was complete, she stared at her left hand and wiggled her fingers. She’d never done anything involving her bones before. They still seemed to work okay, but the hand looked unnatural, almost skeletal. With another wince, her fingers returned to their previous length—or at least, what she hoped was their previous length. She was never quite sure. The longer she kept a change, the harder it was to go back.
She spent several hours practising, trying to make her hands look just like Petunia’s, and when she next looked out of her window the world had gone dark.
When had it got so late? Normal children would have been put to bed by their parents long ago, but the Dursleys never tucked Victoria in. So long as she was in her room, they didn’t care if she was asleep or not. She quickly brushed her teeth before returning to her room and getting into bed.
That was enough magic for one day, she thought with satisfaction. She had made good progress on her transformations, hopefully enough to impress whomever Hogwarts sent to visit. Tomorrow she’d work on making objects float. She could do it fine if she had a feather to help, but she’d always wondered if she could manage it just with her mind.
She picked up the letter again, intending to read it one last time before she closed her eyes, but she was asleep before she finished.






      

  











The Witch from Hogwarts








  As promised, the witch from Hogwarts arrived on the twenty-ninth of June, turning up on the doorstep of Hidebound House at eight o’clock in the morning. By that time, Victoria had already been awake for hours. She had woken up at six o’clock and had immediately jumped out of bed, bursting with energy, and by six-thirty she was showered and dressed. With such a special guest coming, she had put extra effort into her appearance, wearing a white summer dress and putting her hair up.
She then waited in her room, her stomach doing nauseating flips as she listened for the ding-dong of the doorbell. When it finally rang, the sound was followed by the low murmur of Vernon’s voice, which steadily increased in volume as his temper frayed. Five minutes later, silence fell and heavy footsteps made their way up the stairs. Her door swung open.
“Downstairs,” Vernon growled, his face an interesting shade of purple. “Now.”
She followed him downstairs and into the sitting room, where a middle-aged woman was sitting primly in one of the armchairs. At first glance you would have thought her dressed up for Halloween: she was wearing a dark green dress with voluminous sleeves (robes, Victoria supposed) and a pointy witch’s hat was resting on her lap. But as Victoria looked closer, she saw that it didn’t look like a costume at all. Something about the robes—the quality of their make, perhaps, or the complexity of the fine embroidery—gave them an air of authenticity which put any fancy dress to shame.
The witch studied Victoria closely when she entered. “Victoria Potter, I assume?”
She almost felt like she should curtsy. The witch was very proper: her black hair was tied up in a painfully tight bun, and she spoke with a refined, aristocratic Scottish accent.
“Yes ma’am,” Victoria replied politely. “Are you from Hogwarts?”
Petunia squeaked, having just entered the room, and almost dropped the teapot she was carrying.
“How in the blazes...?” Vernon muttered, glancing between the witch and Victoria.
“I got your letter a couple days ago,” Victoria supplied, mostly for the benefit of her relatives. She was rather enjoying their surprise.
“Indeed,” the woman said, sending a piercing look at Vernon. “I believe introductions are in order. I am Professor McGonagall, Transfiguration Mistress and Deputy Head at Hogwarts School.”
Excitement bubbled deep in Victoria’s stomach, and she couldn’t help but ask the first question which came to mind.
“And what is Transfiguration?”
Professor McGonagall offered her a brief smile. “First things first, Miss Potter. You still need to officially accept your place at Hogwarts School. You do wish to come to Hogwarts, I suppose?”
Petunia interrupted before Victoria could answer. “Perhaps we should sit down and discuss this properly,” she said. “Tea, anyone?”
Without waiting for an answer, she immediately began pouring from the teapot with shaking hands.
“Thank you,” McGonagall said, taking the cup and placing it on the table next to her. “But we shan't be here long. We have a busy day ahead of us, assuming Miss Potter wishes to attend.”
“I do!” Victoria blurted out, just as Vernon seemed to recover from the surprise of it all.
“Now see here!” he said, puffing himself up. “I will not be paying for the girl to go off and learn how to pull rabbits out of hats! She’ll be going to the local comprehensive, and she’ll be grateful for it. You should see her school reports... the daft girl can’t even add properly. She needs a real education, and that’s that.”
McGonagall picked up her teacup and took a sip, looking at Victoria speculatively. She appeared completely unmoved by Vernon’s aggressive tone. “Miss Potter, is it true that you struggle with addition?” she asked, and Victoria felt her face heat up in shame.
Vernon chuckled. “Just ask her what to two plus four is.”
McGonagall looked at Victoria expectantly.
“Two sets of three,” she said firmly.
“Which is six!” Vernon cried. It was a familiar conversation.
Victoria just shook her head. “They’re not the same.”
“Most curious,” McGonagall said, her voice betraying nothing, but there was a glint of interest in her eyes. “What you are describing is basic numerology, Miss Potter. You will study it at Hogwarts in your third year, should you choose to take Arithmancy.”
Victoria was almost shocked speechless. “You… believe me?”
“Complete hogwash,” Vernon said, shaking his head in disbelief.
“As for matters of money,” McGonagall added, “you will find, Mr Dursley, that the Potters arranged for the payment of their daughter’s fees. And even if they hadn’t, the Ministry of Magic operates a number of scholarship schemes.”
“What’s this?” Vernon’s eyes bulged. “Ministry of what? Are you telling me you people are in government?”
But Victoria was far more interested in something else. “You mentioned my parents? They had magic too, then?”
McGonagall’s expression hardened.
“It explains so much,” Vernon continued, completely ignoring their conversation. “The European Community, that’ll be one of yours, of course...”
McGonagall stood up and he fell silent. “Mr Dursley,” she said, her voice cold, “am I to assume you have told the girl nothing?”
Vernon coughed, his eyes shifting between McGonagall and Victoria. “Well, not nothing… that is to say, of course, we haven’t told her everything... but how could we?”
“We thought it best to prepare her for a normal life,” Petunia said. “So one day she could get a normal job with normal friends.”
McGonagall’s lips thinned. “I see.” She turned to look at Victoria. “It appears that we have much to discuss today, Miss Potter. We had best be starting immediately. Go and get ready to leave and we shall be on our way. I shall… explain the situation to your aunt and uncle.”
Victoria ran upstairs and grabbed a bag and her purse—containing her entire life savings of fifteen pounds—before hurrying back downstairs. She found McGonagall waiting for her next to the door. The Dursleys were nowhere to be found.
“Ready?” McGonagall asked.
Victoria grinned, assuming the Dursleys had been bullied into letting her go. “Ready.”
They talked as they walked down the driveway, the pair of them enjoying the first warmth of what was to be a hot day.
“Normally I would apparate to Diagon Alley, but since you will be unable to do so for many years, I think it best that I show you how to get there yourself,” McGonagall explained.
“Okay,” said Victoria, not really sure what apparition was. Perhaps her schoolbooks would tell her.
When they reached the end of the drive, McGonagall pulled a long, thin piece of wood from her sleeve. It was clearly more than just a piece of wood: it had been crafted into a highly polished cylinder with a handle, and decorative vines were painstakingly carved into its length.
“This is a wand,” she said, allowing Victoria to get a good look at it. “Now, watch closely. You may summon the Knight Bus at any time like so.” She held the wand out over the side of the country lane and gave it an upwards flick.

  BANG!

Victoria jumped in shock as a purple triple-decker bus hurtled around the corner at a ridiculous speed. It tipped slightly as it turned, before screeching to a halt in front of them. She glanced around nervously, some instinct telling her that they shouldn’t be seen doing this.
The bus was an old-fashioned one with the entrance at the back, and an old, hunched man greeted them as they stepped on, a strange contraption hanging from his neck.
“Welcome to the Knight Bus, emergency transportation for the stranded witch or wizard,” he said. “Hogwarts business, Professor?”
“Indeed, Mr Owen. Two tickets for Diagon Alley, please. On the Hogwarts account.”
The old man turned to peer at Victoria and his eyes widened comically. “Galloping gargoyles!” he cried, “is that—”
Mr Owen’s mouth was still moving, but suddenly no sound was coming out. Out of the corner of her eye, Victoria saw McGonagall sliding her wand back up her sleeve.
“Thank you for your discretion, Mr Owen,” she said tartly, before leading Victoria to a pair of seats on the sparsely populated upper deck. With a lurch, the bus shot back into motion, the world blurring as they moved.
“What was that about?” Victoria asked once they were sitting. The man had acted like he knew who she was.
McGonagall sighed. “Perhaps I should start at the beginning, as I would for Muggleborns,” she said. “As you have no doubt noticed, magic exists. Those who can harness it are called witches and wizards, and we are sufficient in number to have developed our own society, completely separate from the non-magical, or Muggle, one. This society is kept a tightly guarded secret. In addition to witches and wizards, a number of other magical beings and creatures exist, many of which you will recognise from Muggle mythology, such as goblins, centaurs, dragons, and unicorns.”
Victoria’s eyes widened in surprise. Though of course she had known she had special abilities, she had never imagined this. It wasn’t just a school; it was a whole society! And unicorns! Just how big was this magical community?
“Do you have any questions at this stage?” McGonagall asked, allowing a moment for the information to sink in.
“Only a million,” said Victoria, unable to hold in a short laugh.
McGonagall offered her a warm smile. “You are remarkably like your mother. She was bursting with questions too.”
“You knew my mother?” Victoria asked, surprised. The Dursleys never spoke of Lily and James Potter. She’d never even seen a picture of them. “Did you go to school with her?”
McGonagall sniffed. “I’ve been teaching at Hogwarts for over forty years, Miss Potter. I taught both your parents, and let me tell you, better students are few and far between. Their deaths were a terrible loss.”
“Forty years?” said Victoria, surprised. “But that would make you at least sixty!”
McGonagall fixed Victoria with a look that told her that it was just as rude to talk about a woman’s age in the wizarding world as in the Muggle one. Nevertheless, she answered the unspoken question: “You will find that magical people live longer than Muggles, and, after reaching adulthood, age much slower.”
Something occurred then to Victoria, something which filled her with hope. “But surely, if everyone lives for so long, I would have grandparents? Great grandparents? Some family?”
They were interrupted as the bus braked sharply and came to a halt. Victoria had no idea where they were, but they definitely weren’t in Surrey anymore.
“Institute of Oriental Sorcery!” called the conductor up the stairs. A pair of elderly witches made their way off the bus.
McGonagall sighed. “I’m afraid you have no living relatives that I know of, other than your Muggle family. And that brings us to less pleasant conversation.” The bus jerked back into full speed. “You should understand that magic is a potentially dangerous ability, Miss Potter. In the hands of a man like the Headmaster, it can be a powerful force for good, but not all men are so scrupulous.”
Victoria thought she could see where this was going. This was what the Minister for Transport had been trying to tell her; what the Dursleys had been hiding from her all these years. “Aunt Petunia told me my parents died in a car crash,” she whispered. “They didn’t, did they?”
“No, they didn’t. You see, for many years the magical community was at war. Naturally, there have always been evil witches and wizards, just as there are evil Muggles. However, back in the seventies, a man rose to prominence who was no ordinary dark wizard. It began with people disappearing—powerful people, some of the greatest witches and wizards of the age. It wasn’t long before the papers started connecting the dots, but no one knew who this mysterious serial killer was. You-Know-Who, they called him. Even then we didn’t realise just how dangerous he was. As it turned out, he wanted nothing less than to seize control of the wizarding world.”
McGonagall paused and closed her eyes. Clearly the memory was still painful. “It was a close thing, Miss Potter. Few truly know how close. The Ministry was almost under his power. And then, on Halloween night, 1981, he went to kill the Potters.”
Victoria was completely still, her face blank. She felt strangely empty. This man was the reason she had no parents, the reason she had been forced to live with the Dursleys for so many years. Yet the information felt almost like a history lesson, like she was learning about something that had happened to someone else. She supposed that she’d got used to being an orphan long ago. Still, she was confused.
“But... how did the conductor know me?”
“Things did not go according to You-Know-Who’s plan. Completely devoid of humanity, and apparently unsatisfied with the deaths of your parents, he decided to finish off the Potters for good. He turned his wand on you and tried to kill you too.”
Without realising what she was doing, Victoria reached for her forehead, tracing the spot where her scar had once been. And somehow, though it had been years since she had removed it, suddenly the scar was there again, the skin rough beneath her fingers. Professor McGonagall’s eyes lingered on her forehead. Suddenly feeling self-conscious, Victoria pulled her fingers away and shook her head, concealing the scar once more with a brief moment of concentration.
McGonagall’s story was not yet complete. “Miraculously, that scar was all that he could do to you. You survived where so many others had died, and more than survived: something about you undid him that night. At the height of his power, so close to absolute victory, you destroyed him. For that, you are famous. The story of the Girl Who Lived is known to every witch and wizard in the world.”
If she was honest, Victoria had often dreamed of being famous. It was a fantasy which had kept her entertained during many long hours spent wandering the garden. For years she had harboured the dream of leaving the Dursleys and going off to make a name for herself. That way, once the world knew her name, she would return to the Dursleys and let them know what they had missed by not loving her like a daughter.
But this? This wasn’t quite what she had in mind. Famous because she had survived where her parents had died? What kind of fame was that? Not the kind she could lord over the Dursleys.
Her attention returned to the story. “Who was he, though? This You-Know-Who?”
McGonagall looked around the bus, as if You-Know-Who would jump out from behind one of the chairs.
“His name was Lord Voldemort,” she said, clearly but quietly, not wanting to be overheard. “But be warned—there are still many who are afraid to speak his name.”
“Voldemort,” Victoria repeated, a bit louder, as if daring the world to challenge her. Nothing happened. It was just a name.

  BANG!

Victoria started, her heart jumping to her throat, but it was only the bus. They had stopped on a narrow, cobbled street.
“Leaky Cauldron!” the conductor shouted, and quite a few people stood to get off.
“This is our stop,” said McGonagall, and they got off the bus to find themselves outside a run-down pub.
Inside, the Leaky Cauldron had a rustic look to it. Its low timber ceilings were old, and though it was sunny outside, none of that light penetrated the grimy windows. Here and there a few patrons in dark cloaks were nursing flagons of unknown concoctions, but the place was mostly empty.
“We may return for lunch later, but we have a lot to do first. Our first stop is the bank. This way.”
Victoria just had time to glimpse a wizard stepping out of the pub’s fireplace, appearing from nowhere in a burst of green flame, before McGonagall led her through a side door into a dirty alley. It was a dead end, with a smelly bin up against the wall.
McGonagall ignored their unpleasant surroundings and walked to the wall at the back of the alley. Without providing any explanation, she removed her wand and tapped one of the bricks. Victoria could only gape as the wall rearranged itself with a rumble, the bricks sliding over each other to form an archway leading into a crooked street. Old fashioned shops lined either side of the street, and even though it was early in the morning, the place was already bustling with witches and wizards dressed in robes.
McGonagall smiled at Victoria’s expression. “Welcome to Diagon Alley.”
Diagon Alley was without a doubt the most amazing place Victoria had ever seen. As they walked down the street, she found herself whipping her head back and forth, trying to see everything at once. It felt like she had stepped back into Victorian times. All the shops were fronted with painted wooden signs announcing their names, none of which she recognised, and their wares spilled out onto the street in stands and displays meant to tempt shoppers within.
In Madison’s, the proprietor was weighing sweets from glass jars, excited children waiting in line with their colourful paper bags. A group of older girls giggled together as they left Twilfitt and Tatting’s, wearing rather more daring robes than the other witches Victoria had seen. And McGonagall had to practically drag Victoria away from Patil’s Perfumery, from which emanated the most extraordinarily powerful scents: for a moment, she felt like she was walking through a freshly mowed garden, before it was replaced by the distinctive smell of new leather shoes.
Slug and Jiggers Apothecary looked almost like Madison’s, only with animal parts and plants inside the jars instead of sweets. A chalkboard outside the front door announced, “DEAL OF THE DAY: FROGSPAWN, ONE SICKLE PER SCOOP”. Next to the apothecary was Belle, whose windows displayed glass bottles and jars containing concoctions of every possible colour. Before they hurried by, Victoria was just able to glimpse one: a tiny bottle containing a green liquid called Blemish Blaster. NEW RECIPE - G1 was plastered over the display. A pimply teenage boy was hovering outside the window, clearly nervous about going inside.
Not everything was so unfamiliar. While it was advertising something called Diricawl meat, the butchers looked quite normal, as did the greengrocers, albeit with a certain predominance of pumpkin. Gringotts Bank, however, stood out from everything else in the alley. It was a grand building of white stone, classical in style, and it had a certain solid look to it where the rest of Diagon Alley was rather crooked. Two creatures guarded the front entrance like statues, and they were unlike anything Victoria had seen before. They were short, about as high as Victoria’s shoulders, heavily armoured, and rather ugly, with long pointed ears, hooked noses, and brown-green skin.
“What are they?” Victoria whispered to McGonagall as they walked up the steps.
“Goblins,” she replied, barely sparing them a glance. “Vicious, treacherous creatures. I would avoid them whenever possible, if I were you. All they care for is gold.”
Evidence of this was to be seen the moment they entered the bank, for Gringotts was opulent well beyond the bounds of taste. The entrance led directly to a long marble hall. A red carpet extended down the length of the room, with a row of pillars either side, and each column was sculpted with the shapes of animals and twisting vines, with gold and jewels everywhere. Snakes had rubies for eyes, birds had golden beaks, and every leaf was inlaid with silver. It was a glittering, gleaming monstrosity.
Beyond the columns were tall wooden counters, behind which robed goblins sat and looked down upon lines of witches and wizards queueing for attention. They joined the shortest queue, and Victoria couldn’t help but think that the tall counters were somewhat petty—obviously the goblins enjoyed the novelty of sitting above wizards.
Soon it was their turn.
“Next!” spat the goblin, and they stepped forward.
“Miss Potter needs to access her vault,” McGonagall said. Victoria looked up sharply, suddenly remembering what McGonagall had said earlier about her parents having paid her school fees.
“Key?” asked the goblin.
McGonagall pulled a tiny but ornate key from her pocket and handed it over. The goblin stroked it for a second, before nodding.
“Very well. Griphook!”
Another goblin walked over. Victoria had trouble telling the difference between the two—all goblins seemed to look the same.
“This way,” said Griphook, turning to walk down the hall at a surprising pace. The goblin led them through a side door into a dark tunnel. Train tracks led down into the darkness, the tunnel lit only by the occasional torch. They clambered with some difficulty into a cramped cart, and then, without a word of warning, Griphook sent them hurtling down the tunnel.
A scream escaped Victoria’s lips before she could help herself, and it was not a scream of pleasure. Embarrassed, she clamped her hands over her mouth, her heart thudding in her chest as she ignored McGonagall’s disapproving expression. Victoria had never been on a rollercoaster before—the one time she had visited a theme park, it had been her job to carry the bags—but if this was what they were like, then for once she was actually grateful to the Dursleys for leaving her out.
The ride was surprisingly long, passing through endless tunnels and across cavern-spanning bridges, some of them so large that it was too dark to see the bottom. Eventually they arrived at their destination and rolled to a surprisingly gentle stop next to a raised alcove. Torches lit when they approached, revealing a huge wooden door studded with iron rivets.
The goblin clambered out of the cart. “Key?” he said, holding out his hand. Slightly nauseous from the ride, Victoria passed it to him, and he pushed the key right into the surface of the door. A loud clunk came from the other side, and the door swung open.
Victoria gasped. The vault beyond held piles upon piles of gold and silver coins, more wealth than she had ever seen in all her time at the Dursleys. She walked into the chamber and looked around. A wooden shelf hung from one of the walls, upon which were several stacks of bronze coins.
“This... is all mine?” Victoria asked, somewhat dazed. She picked up one of the gold coins. It was very small, less than an inch across, and wafer thin. A goblin’s face surrounded by a ring of numbers and runes was printed on one side, a ship on the other. “Is this actually gold?”
McGonagall turned to the goblin. “What is Miss Potter’s balance?”
Griphook held her key up to a beady eye, examining it. “Her vault contains the equivalent of sixty-two thousand, three hundred and sixty-seven galleons.”
Victoria felt slightly faint. Those were rather large numbers. “How much is that in pounds?”
“Do I look like an abacus?” the goblin replied with a sneer. Victoria rolled her eyes and turned to McGonagall for help.
“Around one and a half million pounds, I believe,” she replied. “Not that the Ministry would let you convert anywhere near that much at once. A gold galleon is worth seventeen silver sickles, and it’s twenty-nine bronze knuts to the sickle.”
“Yes, yes,” the goblin snarled, “now hurry up. This isn’t a museum.”
Victoria was still staring at the galleon in her hand. “That’s a lot of money.”
“You’ll find that the Potter family is an old one,” McGonagall explained. “While there are certainly wealthier families, your parents were comfortably well-off. You also own a family home in the Cotswolds, as well as a cottage in Godric’s Hollow, though both are in need of renovation.”
It was all too much to take in at once, so Victoria took the goblin’s advice and focused on the present. “How much do I need for today?” she asked, pulling out her purse.
“One hundred and seventy galleons should be sufficient. The first year always costs the most, as you have to purchase a number of items which will last your entire school career.”
Victoria tipped her scant Muggle money out onto the floor and counted out the gold coins. Even as small as they were, her purse was soon bulging at the seams and she was forced to stuff some money into the tiny pockets on her dress.
“All done!” she said, and they returned to the cart. The goblin passed Victoria her key without a word, and then they were off, hurtling back up towards the surface. As they travelled, Victoria took a closer look at a coin.
“Why’s there a goblin face on the coins?” asked Victoria, having to speak loudly over the noise of the cart. “Why not a wizard?”
Griphook bared his teeth at her, but said nothing.
“Because the goblins mint all the coins,” said McGonagall, “Indeed, from a goblin’s point of view, the gold all belongs to them and wizards just borrow it.”
Victoria didn’t like the sound of that. “So the money isn’t really mine?”
“As I say, that is the goblins’ view. We wizards take a rather different view of things, but the system has worked for hundreds of years without either side conceding the point. That should be enough for today’s shopping, I think.”
Victoria looked down at the somewhat curt answer, and the remaining journey was spent in silence. It seemed that even Professor McGonagall had a limit to her tolerance for questions; as with Petunia, Victoria would have to be careful not to try her patience.
Soon enough they disembarked and Griphook returned them to the lobby. “I hope that’s everything,” the goblin said, and he walked off without waiting for their answer.
“I see what you mean about them,” Victoria said, watching the retreating goblin. “He’s not very nice, is he?”
McGonagall sniffed. “Quite. Now, shall we proceed?”
It was time to go shopping.
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  When Victoria and Professor McGonagall left Gringotts it was into painfully bright sunshine. It had been dark in the bank, and it took a few moments of squinting for Victoria’s eyes to adjust.
“Where first?” she asked, clutching her purse eagerly. She’d never been on a shopping spree before, and suddenly she was extremely rich. She wanted to buy everything.
“Robes, I think,” said McGonagall, and she led them down the street towards Madam Malkin’s Robes for All Occasions. It was a large shop, spread across what used to be three buildings. The mannequins in the windows wore a wide variety of robes, and Victoria was secretly pleased to see that McGonagall’s tastes ran rather conservatively among wizards. The display showed off many different styles, some of them quite fashionable to Victoria’s eye, and they were made of everything from heavy velvet to the lightest chiffon.
Inside, the shop was spacious and cool, not unlike a Muggle department store, with racks of clothes arranged into islands around the shop floor. They were greeted by a bored-looking assistant as they entered.
“Welcome to…” she began, but suddenly perked up when she saw McGonagall. “Professor! How can I help you today?”
“Good morning, Miss Warrington,” McGonagall said. “Miss Potter needs to be fitted for her Hogwarts’ robes.”
The assistant gasped, her eyes darting to Victoria's forehead. “But where’s—”
“—in private,” McGonagall interrupted, her voice quite firm.
The girl wilted. “Of course... this way, please.”
They were led through a side door to the fitting room. A boy was already being measured up, standing on a stool and wearing a baggy white robe that resembled little more than a bed sheet. A woman was hovering around him, sticking pins into various parts of the robe. Each time she added a pin, the robe would shift and change, adjusting its shape to something more form-fitting.
“Here you go!” said Miss Warrington, passing her a similar outfit. “Put that on and pop onto the block.”
Victoria dropped the white robe over her head and stepped onto a stool, sneaking glances across at the boy while the assistant began pinning her robe back. He looked about the same age as her, with neat platinum-blond hair and pale skin. For his part, the boy was looking warily at Professor McGonagall, who had taken a seat in the corner.
“Are you going to Hogwarts too?” Victoria asked, breaking the silence and making him jump in surprise. He turned towards her and cocked his head.
“Of course,” he drawled. Definitely a posh kid. “How come you’re with old—” he cleared his throat “—I mean, Professor McGonagall? Where are your parents?”
“They died when I was young,” Victoria said, quite casually. It was something she had explained many times. “Voldemort killed them, you see.”
Chaos followed her pronouncement: both assistants shrieked, dropping their pins all over the floor, and the boy gasped, his pale face draining of all colour.
“You said his name!” Miss Warrington cried, her hand clutched over her heart.
“Sorry,” Victoria mumbled. She hadn’t realised they’d react so strongly. “It just slipped out.”
“You’re her, aren’t you?” the boy said, now looking at her with a glint in his eye. “Victoria Potter?”
“So they tell me,” Victoria replied.
The boy held out his hand. “A pleasure to meet you. Draco Malfoy.” Victoria leaned over and gave his hand a firm shake.
McGonagall cleared her throat loudly. “Miss Potter,” she said, “why don’t you go and take a look at the other robes, while the young women calm their nerves?”
“All right,” she said, and she hopped off her stool. She’d been wanting to have a proper look around since she saw the mannequins.
“No leaving the shop, now,” McGonagall added, just as she was about to step through the door. “You still need to finish your fitting.”
“I promise!” Victoria called, before turning back to address the Malfoy boy. “See you at Hogwarts, I guess.”
She returned to the shop floor and headed straight for the women’s section, which was divided into three areas: dress robes, outer robes, and inner robes. The dress robes section was the largest, and the most familiar—they were very similar to Muggle dresses, the main difference being that dress robes generally had long, billowing sleeves. Like Muggle dresses, they came in all sorts of styles, from the frumpy type McGonagall was wearing, to summer dresses designed to show off a lot of leg.
The other sections were rather newer to Victoria.
Outer robes, it seemed, were meant to be worn over clothes like a jacket, except they went down to below the knee. They came in two main types, being either open or closed at the front, and were generally made of thicker, more durable materials. Inner robes, on the other hand, included any clothes worn beneath your outer robes. There were plenty of recognisable items from the Muggle world like blouses and skirts, but the section was dominated by a kind of lightweight dress, almost like a slip, but from the embroidery on display it was clear that they were intended to be seen.
Victoria returned to the dress robes and selected a few summer dresses, before picking out a couple of colourful inner robes. Every item had at least one enchantment sewn into it, she noticed. Most of the dresses had Gust Protection Charms running through the hem of the skirt, and the more expensive winter robes boasted Warming Charms. She was about to go investigate the men’s robes, which looked quite different, when McGonagall found her.
“Time to resume your fitting, I think.”
They returned to the fitting room to find the Malfoy boy gone. The process of taking measurements passed much more smoothly in his absence, and before long she was trying on her school robes. The winter robes consisted of a black outer robe, open style, worn over a white inner-robe with a blouse-like collar. A thick, woollen cloak finished the outfit off, enchanted to shield the wearer from any amount of rain and wind. The summer robes were rather more simple: white dress robes embroidered with a silver gingham pattern.
“The silver will change colour when your house is decided,” McGonagall explained. “Red for Gryffindor, green for Slytherin, blue for Ravenclaw and yellow for Hufflepuff.”
Victoria dearly hoped she did not get put in Hufflepuff; white and yellow was not a combination she would welcome. She paid for the robes—over fifty galleons!—and left clutching a single paper bag. Somehow everything fit inside, though Miss Warrington had warned her that the charm would fail after a day or two.
“Where next?” Victoria asked with a grin. Shopping was fun.
McGonagall looked at a small golden watch on the inside of her wrist. “We need to buy your trunk, stationery and books before we can stop for lunch. Since we spent longer than planned in Madam Malkin’s, I suggest we do so with a minimum of dawdling.”
She certainly meant what she said, for she proceeded to steer Victoria through a series of shops at breakneck pace. They purchased a trunk from Wizarding Travel Co., a store devoted to all kinds of magical luggage. At McGonagall’s advice she bought one made from a magically light Brazilian wood, with an enchantment to make it bigger on the inside than it was on the outside, paying a good sixteen galleons for the privilege. But by the time they arrived at the next shop, Scribbulus Writing Implements, Victoria knew she would have paid twice the amount, for even hauling around a magically lightened trunk made her arm ache.
It didn't take long for them to spend a handful of sickles on several thick books of parchment, a quill set and a variety of inks. Then they were off again, this time heading for a shop simply called Agnes.
“Agnes Broadmoor makes the finest telescopes around,” McGonagall advised as they entered what looked like a junk shop. “If we’re lucky she’ll have one in stock.”
There didn’t seem to be any particular theme connecting the items sold by Anges, which ranged from lamps to cooking implements, but tucked away in the corner were a pair of telescopes on tripods. Victoria bought one of them for six galleons (“a special price for you, Miss Potter!”) and left the store suddenly keen on testing the thing out. According to Agnes, it was good enough to see where the Muggles had landed on the Moon.
Their final stop before lunch was the bookstore Flourish and Blotts, which was filled with shelves so tall that you needed ladders to reach the top, and had display tables near the door advertising new releases with colourful covers. Here, finally, Victoria was once again allowed to browse.
“No more than three extra books, mind you,” McGonagall warned her, no doubt correctly interpreting the bounce in Victoria’s step as they entered the store. “The library at Hogwarts will have everything you need.”
The variety of books on offer was surprising. Victoria had imagined that all magical books would be thick, dusty tomes, but apart from a handful of such volumes kept in locked cabinets, most of the books at Flourish and Blotts were newly bound and small enough to hold open in a single hand. They didn’t look quite like Muggle books—there wasn’t a paperback to be seen, and the bindings were rather sturdy—but they nonetheless appeared surprisingly modern.
She quickly accumulated a pile of over ten books, bouncing between sections like a pinball while McGonagall waited in line to order the books on her school list. How was she supposed to choose between them, when there were so many to read? She mournfully whittled her selection down until just three books remained.
McGonagall raised an eyebrow at Everyday Charms for Witches, causing Victoria to blush as the assistant ran her items through the till, but her other two purchases, The Art of Magical Origami and Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them, were met with nods of approval. Victoria almost gasped when she saw the price—forty galleons!—and she left Flourish and Blotts with a considerably lighter purse.
Victoria’s stomach rumbled. “Lunch time?”
“Indeed,” McGonagall confirmed. “Come on, we’ll go to Florean Fortescue’s.”
Florean Fortescue’s was a cafe with a large section of outdoor seating, where Victoria took the opportunity to repack her bags while they waited to order, moving all of her purchases to the inside of her trunk. Luckily it didn’t take long for their food to arrive, and Victoria tucked in with gusto, watching passers-by as she ate. The shop opposite was called Quality Quidditch Supplies, whatever that meant, and it seemed to be extremely popular.
“What’s quidditch?” Victoria asked, watching a man leaving the store holding a long case. Was it some kind of musical instrument?
“Britain’s most popular sport,” said McGonagall. “Played on brooms high in the air, with a variety of balls and positions. A rather violent game, yet it has its own beauty.”
Victoria giggled at the idea of McGonagall, already looking so much like a storybook witch, riding a broom. It was just so silly! But it did sound fun... perhaps more to watch than to play. After all, what happened if you fell off?
Their waiter returned when they had finished, whisking their plates away before asking if they wanted dessert.
“No, thank you,” McGonagall said, just as Victoria was about to order a chocolate sundae. She tried not to sulk. They paid for their lunch before planning the rest of their shopping.
“There’s not much left to do,” said McGonagall, looking over the equipment list. “You can go and have a wand fitted while I collect your Potions equipment. Other than that… did you wish to purchase a pet?”
Victoria thought for a moment. She didn’t really have strong feelings one way or the other, though she knew she didn’t want a toad. But she also didn’t want to return to the Dursleys yet. “We could take a look?”
“Of course. But first, a wand. I’ll drop you off at Ollivander’s… no wandering off now. If you finish before I return, please remain outside.”
They retraced their steps, heading back past Gringotts and towards the curtained windows of Ollivander’s wand shop (est. 382 B.C.), where they parted ways. The inside of Ollivander’s looked less like a shop and more like the design classroom at Victoria’s primary school. It was a long, narrow room with a stone floor, cluttered with work benches and strange looking machines. Wands in various stages of completion were spread over every surface, and hundreds of jars of potions ingredients sat on shelves on the walls.
"I'll be with you in just a moment!" called Ollivander, an elderly man with white hair. He was sitting at a bench with his back to her and was holding a cylinder of wood up to his eyes, turning it this way and that with great care. Eventually he picked up a small knife and proceeded to shave the tiniest sliver of wood from one side.
“Perfect!” he cried, putting the wand down before spinning on his stool to face her. He wore small, round glasses. “Well now. You’ll be wanting a wand, I expect.”
Victoria nodded.
“You’ve come to the right place.” He gestured towards the wand he had just put down. “Come see.”
Victoria walked over and, at Ollivander’s encouragement, picked up the wand. There was no rush of power, no tingle of magic. It might as well have been any old piece of wood to her.
“Feel the balance,” Ollivander said, smiling, “this wand is ready for a core, I think. The wood came from a particularly stubborn Alder, but I think I have tamed it. Don’t you think?”
She didn’t know what she was supposed to be feeling. “It’s, um, very nice.” She glanced around the shop and waved at the other wands. “How do I know what wand to buy? There are so many different ones.”
“That’s where I come in,” Ollivander said, and he picked up a wand from the bench next to him before flicking it. A tape measure shot across the room and started jumping around Victoria, measuring various parts of her body.
“Stay here, Miss Potter,” he said, and he left the room via a side door. For a few long moments, the only sound was that of the tape measure extending and shortening all around her like an annoying fly, and then Ollivander returned bearing an armful of long, thin boxes.
“Every wand I sell has one of three cores: dragon heartstring, unicorn tail hair, or phoenix feather,” he explained. He put the boxes down on the bench and the tape measure fell to the floor.
“What’s the difference?” asked Victoria.
“Well, that is hard to say, as a wand is not just its core—the wood is important too. But to put it crudely, dragon heartstrings are the most powerful, unicorn hairs the most subtle, and phoenix feathers the most mysterious, often possessing unique qualities.”
“Can I have a dragon one?” she asked quickly. It was obvious to her that you should go for the most powerful wand.
Ollivander chuckled. “I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that. Not all wands work equally well for all wizards. We must find the wand which suits you best—whatever it contains.”
“I suppose,” she muttered, secretly still hoping for a dragon heartstring core.
“Here, try this,” he said, passing her a very long wand made of a white wood. She grasped the handle, but before she could even get a proper look at it, Ollivander whipped it out of her hand.
“Hey!”
“No no, not aspen, not quite right,” Ollivander said. “Hmm... how about this? Black walnut and dragon heartstring.” He passed her another wand, this one made of a much darker wood. She took it quickly, wanting to hold it properly this time, but it blew itself out of her hand with a bang.
She shook her reddening hand in the air. "Ouch."
“A bit volatile, that one. But a step in the right direction, I think. How about something a bit more peaceful? Give this a wave: willow, with a unicorn tail hair.” He handed her a handsome wand and she gave it a flick. Nothing happened.
“Nope!” said Mr Ollivander, taking it from her with a growing smile. “Not enough power.... well then, let’s try something a bit more refined. Elm, with a unicorn tail hair. Give it a wave.”
Pointing the wand at the floor in case of an accident, she gave it a flick. The wand let out only a puff of smoke. Victoria began to get nervous: what would happen if none of the wands suited her? But Mr Ollivander just laughed.
“I don’t think it likes you! A good match in some ways, but a certain conflict in temperament remains.” He rubbed his hands together gleefully. “I do so love a tricky customer. The dragon heartstrings are too volatile, but unicorn hairs lack a certain oomph. Yes, I think a phoenix tail feather will do you nicely…”
His eyes drifted up to her forehead as he trailed off. “I wonder…?” he murmured, “yes, it would be poetic… one moment, please.”
He disappeared back into the side room and was gone for quite some time. Eventually he returned carrying a single box with a thick layer of dust on top. He blew the dust off before opening the box and removing the wand. “Eleven inches, holly, with phoenix feather core. Give it a try.”
She took the wand, and the moment she touched it she knew it was the one. A warmth spread through her, and she raised the wand almost involuntarily. With a squark, a tiny red robin burst from the tip and began flying around the room, chirruping merrily.
“Oh bravo!” cried Ollivander in delight, clapping his hands. Victoria smiled at her wand. It didn’t have a dragon heartstring core, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. It was hers.
“Curious that you should be destined for that wand... curious indeed,” Ollivander said, his eyes returning to her forehead. It was almost enough to make her think the scar had appeared again, but a quick check with her fingers revealed only smooth skin.
“Curious how?”
“I remember every wand I’ve ever made, Miss Potter. I crafted your parents’ wands, and James Potter’s parents’ before him, and I can remember them all. The phoenix whose tail feather resides in your wand gave just one other feather… it is curious that this wand should choose you, when its brother was wielded by He Who Must Not Be Named himself.”
She didn’t know what to think about that.
Ollivander took the wand back from her and put it back in the box. Victoria frowned, wishing she could keep it on her, but her Muggle clothes had no place to hold an eleven-inch piece of wood. It was no wonder that robes all had big, billowing sleeves. She paid Mr Ollivander forty galleons before leaving to find Professor McGonagall waiting outside.
Their last stop was The Magical Menagerie, which sounded (and smelled) like someone had tried to cram an entire zoo into one large room. Dancing rats jumped around a cage by the counter, owls hooted from the rafters, and a variety of toads were hopping in and out of a small rock pool at the rear. To one side cats roamed around an enclosure with tall glass walls, and at the far end, dangerously near the toads, a number of snakes slept quietly in tanks. There were even a few dogs roaming freely, their tails wagging enthusiastically as they investigated each and every customer.
“What do you think?” asked McGonagall, eyeing the dogs like they carried deadly diseases.
“Not a toad,” she said.
“No,” agreed McGonagall. “An owl would be useful. You can use them to deliver mail.”
While there was something quite funny about the idea of sending an owl to pester the Dursleys every week, Victoria didn’t think she’d find one very useful. Who would she write to? Perhaps more importantly, you couldn’t cuddle an owl.
“I’d like a cat,” she said, giggling as a little black kitten came up to the edge of its enclosure and started swatting at the glass. “Ohhh, they’re so cute!”
“An intelligent, elegant animal,” added McGonagall, who seemed to find something amusing. A trio of cats came over to them and stared up at her intently.
“But I don’t know,” said Victoria, still watching the black one. “Isn’t taking care of a pet a lot of work? I don’t really know how to look after a cat...”
“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that, Miss!” said a woman behind them. It turned out to be one of the staff, a toad sitting on her shoulder. “Charmed collar, you see. Makes them do their business outside, keeps them from wandering too far, and come when you call for them. All you have to do is remember to feed ‘em!”
That was all Victoria needed to hear. “I want that one,” she said, pointing to the black kitten that was now licking its own back.
McGonagall looked at her in surprise. “Are you sure? Perhaps a bit more thought would be beneficial...”
But the moment she had made the decision, she knew it was right. “How much is he?”
“For you, darling, I’ll go down to one galleon. Another three for the collar, since it’s enchanted an’ all.”
“All right,” Victoria said, and the lady smiled at her, before clapping her hands.
“Dumbledore!” she called, and McGonagall spluttered in surprise.
Victoria realised whose name it was with a giggle. The kitten bounded over to where they were standing, passing through the glass barrier as if it wasn’t there.
“Now, you pick ‘im up like this,” the lady said, showing her how to hold him properly. “Here, you take ‘im.”
Victoria grinned and took hold of him. “He’s so warm!” she said, surprised. She’d never really held an animal before. It was strange. She could feel his chest moving as he breathed. Dumbledore rubbed his head up against her arm and she giggled. “Hello there,” she said in a sing-song voice, stroking his belly with a free finger.
“This way, please.” The lady led them over to the counter and gently put a red collar over Dumbledore’s head. “Would you like to rename him?”
Victoria knew that she should, seeing McGonagall’s thinning lips out of the corner of her eye. But it was too tempting to resist…
“Dumbledore’s good,” she said with a grin, and McGonagall’s eyebrows shot upwards. Before she had a chance to stop it, the lady tapped the collar with her wand.
“Dumbledore,” she said, and the name appeared on the collar in golden lettering.
After being persuaded to buy some cat food (and a box to carry him in, and a couple of small toys) they left the shop with Dumbledore in his new cage. He hadn’t liked it at first, but McGonagall cast something called a Confundus Charm on him, and after that he was content to lie down and swat playfully at the bars.
Shopping complete, they caught the Knight Bus back to Hidebound House, where McGonagall gave her a ticket to the Hogwarts’ Express. “It leaves from Platform Nine and Three-Quarters, Kings Cross Station, on the first of September,” she explained outside the front door. “The platform is easy to access: just walk through one of the barriers between platforms nine and ten. Oh, and please avoid experimenting with magic… not only is it dangerous, unsupervised underage magic is also illegal.”
And with that she disapparated with a quiet pop, turning on the spot and vanishing into thin air. Victoria pulled her trunk up to the door and used her key to get in. Vernon was waiting for her, sitting half in the hallway, half in the sitting room. He looked over her new stuff and his jaw clenched.
“Dinner’s at six,” he said with a grimace, as if he wanted to say a lot more. Victoria nodded and dragged everything up to her room in a series of thuds.
What a day!






      

  











The Hogwarts Express








  Victoria was already awake when the sun rose on the first of September. She had been fidgeting in her bed for hours, waiting for the dawn while the rest of Hidebound House slept. It was rather unusual, as it had never been difficult for her to sleep before special occasions like Christmas. But today was different—today she would finally leave for Hogwarts.
The summer had passed quickly, much to Victoria’s surprise. She had anticipated counting the days until she could re-join the magical world, but it turned out there was more than enough for her to be getting on with at home. Her trunk was overflowing with magical paraphernalia, and over the last two months she had thoroughly explored it all.
She’d started with her books. She devoured them like nothing she had ever read before, returning to them again and again. A History of Magic was a firm favourite, taking her all the way from the wizarding Pharaohs of Ancient Egypt to the fall of the dark wizard Grindelwald, yet it was A Beginner’s Guide to Transfiguration that Victoria found herself reading most often. Sometimes she wondered why wizards even needed money, if they could magic up any object they desired, but her reading into transfiguration had made it clear that it was considered a very difficult form of magic.
She had also quickly realised that her ability to change her appearance was a kind of transfiguration which was not normal, even in the wizarding world. The introduction to A Beginner’s Guide was very clear: human transfiguration was so advanced, and so dangerous, that they wouldn’t touch it until years later.
When she wasn’t reading her books, she was trying on her robes in front of the mirror, or playing with her telescope (Petunia would have been quite jealous of her ability to see into the windows of the houses at the bottom of the hill), or drawing pictures of the plants in One Thousand Magical Herbs and Fungi.
She had also tried her hand at magical origami. At first she had worried about McGonagall’s warning against using magic, but she had been using magic for years without getting into trouble, and the idea of making paper animals which could actually move was too tempting to resist. She figured that so long as she avoided her wand she would be safe, though that didn’t stop her from occasionally just sitting and holding it, imagining that she could feel the warmth which had filled her at Ollivander’s.
Finally giving up on any attempt at sleeping, Victoria threw off her covers, opened her curtains and moved over to her desk. It was littered with used sheets of parchment where she had practised her handwriting with quills, having fun trying out different styles and attempting to copy the loopy writing on her Hogwarts letter—with very little success. Scattered around the parchment were her previous attempts at origami, some of them more successful than others.
She found the process very relaxing. With a small smile on her face, she removed a sheet of parchment from one of her parchment booklets. It detached smoothly, as if it had never been bound. She laid the parchment flat on her desk and, fold by fold, built up a paper model of a crane. She took care not to rush, making sure to picture the flutter of wings and the splash of water with every fold. Soon enough it was done. A bit lopsided perhaps, but one of her best attempts so far.
Then came the fun part. She took out a needle (which she had found in Petunia’s sewing kit) and, with a grimace, pricked her forefinger. A small bead of blood welled out and she flicked it onto the paper. The blood seemed to be absorbed into it, and a moment later the red splotch had faded back to white. She then picked up the crane, held it to her lips, and blew.
The model jerked in her hands as if it was waking up from a deep sleep, and she let it go with a flap of its little paper wings. Dumbledore the cat, who was stretched out at the end of her bed, basking in the morning sun, lifted his head in curiosity when he saw the flying paper crane, but he had long since learnt that her creations were no more than paper. The crane flew this way and that around her room, making no sound other than the rustle of its wings, until a few minutes later the magic died and it floated to the floor. Never again would she be able to animate that model, for each one had to be made fresh. It was a small trick, but Victoria thought it was beautiful. She turned to a new page in her origami book, this one depicting—with moving images—a blooming flower.
 Several hours and many screwed up sheets of parchment later, she made her way downstairs with her trunk, all of her things packed neatly inside. As usual the trunk thumped loudly on every step.
Vernon stepped out of the kitchen. “Girl, you’re going to break the stairs at this rate. Give me that—” He took hold of her trunk’s handle and pulled, stumbling back slightly at its surprising lightness. “Damn thing’s not as heavy as it looks,” he muttered.
Victoria rolled her eyes and made her way to the car. Her trunk was too big to fit inside the boot so, with a great deal of huffing, Vernon had to lay it across the back seat. She hoped that nothing would smash… knowing Vernon, he’d brake hard deliberately, just to mess up her glassware.
The drive to King’s Cross station proceeded without conversation and Victoria was quite happy with it that way. Vernon turned the radio to Radio Two and she sang along quietly, head resting against the window, watching the world whizz by.
“Here, girl,” Vernon said when they arrived, and he passed her a crisp twenty-pound note with a forced smile. “Why don’t you stay at that school for the holidays, eh? Best that you’re with your own kind, don’t you think?”
Victoria shrugged and took the money, even though it would be useless in the magical world. “All right.” It wasn’t like she had planned on returning.
Vernon didn’t take her inside the station, speeding off the moment her trunk was out of the back of the car, so she entered the concourse of the station on her own, pulling her enormous trunk with one hand while struggling with Dumbledore’s cat carrier in the other. King’s Cross was a large station with a low ceiling, giving it something of a squat look, and the concourse was dominated by a large board listing all the departures. Every time the list changed, the station was filled with the loud clack-clack of the tiles on the board rearranging themselves. Victoria read the entries as she headed for the platforms:

  Platform 5 - Edinburgh


  Platform 7 - Leeds


  Platform 7 ½ - Constantinople


  Platform 8 - Manchester Piccadilly


  Platform 9 ¾ - Hogwarts Express

She froze. The Hogwarts Express was right there, on the board! Couldn’t the Muggles see it? And Platform Seven and a Half—surely that was a wizarding train too, though she had never heard of Constantinople. She glanced around, wondering if she would see a Muggle staring at the board in confusion, but instead she realised she was surrounded by wizards.
It was a miracle the Muggles missed it, really. How common was it to see children wandering around with owls? Most appeared to have made a token effort to wear Muggle clothing—some of them about a hundred years out of fashion—but here and there Victoria could spot wizards and witches in full robes, proudly striding through the station as if they owned it.
She supposed the Muggles just thought it was fancy dress, or else weirdos from some cult. It would take a lot more than some strangely dressed people to make Muggles think magic existed. As for the departure board, there must have been some magic hiding it from Muggle notice, like the Leaky Cauldron.
Remembering McGonagall’s instructions, Victoria made her way to between platforms nine and ten. She knew you had to walk through the barrier, but she wanted to see it first, unsure if there was any special technique. She didn’t have to wait long. A man and a girl approached, both of them red-haired, and she watched as they walked right into the brick wall. None of the Muggles seemed to notice.
It didn’t look so difficult. She walked over to the wall and prodded it. Her hand went right through, feeling the cool air on the other side. She grinned and stepped through backwards, pulling her trunk in after her.
“Oof!” someone said.  She had walked right into their back.
“Oh, sorry!” said Victoria, turning around. She tried not to gape. The barrier had given way to a large outdoor platform at which a scarlet steam train was waiting to leave. HOGWARTS EXPRESS was painted along its side.
“Hi! I’m Susan,” said the girl she’d walked into, the same red-haired girl she’d watched go through the barrier a moment before. She was a bit shorter than Victoria, and not as skinny, with a heart-shaped face and large blue eyes.
“Victoria,” she replied. Susan’s eyes flicked predictably up to her forehead, but to her credit she said nothing, instead leaning in for a kiss. Surprised, Victoria quickly brushed Susan’s cheek with the corner of her mouth. How old fashioned! Yet she thought it was nice. Shaking hands seemed so business-like.
“In the future, I’d recommend going through the barrier forwards,” said the tall man with a smile. Susan’s dad, Victoria supposed.
Victoria blushed. “Yes, sir.”
“Hah! We probably lingered too long by the entrance. Speaking of…” They moved away from the portal to King’s Cross, dragging their trunks towards the train. “And none of this ‘sir’ nonsense,” he continued, “call me Bruce. Now, why don’t you and Susan find a compartment on the train?”
Susan hugged her father warmly. “Bye, Dad!” She kissed him on the cheek, and then she was pushing her trunk towards the carriage door. “Come on, Victoria!”
Wizarding trains were very different to the Muggle trains Victoria had seen. Instead of carriages full of forward-facing seats, the Hogwarts Express had private compartments for groups of six or so, each one looking through sliding glass doors onto a long corridor which ran the length of the train. Victoria loved it immediately. It reminded her of the Victorian trains she’d learnt about in school.
“These are all full—let’s try further up,” Susan said as they made their way down the corridor. Dumbledore hissed every time his box was jostled, which was often, as the train was extremely busy. Excited chatter and the occasional shout filled the corridor as long-separated friends caught up, exchanging stories about their summers.
“Watch out, firsties!” someone called, and they jumped out of the way just in time. An older boy ran past them, a pretty girl chasing him.
“Zach!” she shouted as she ran, laughing. “I’ll jinx your balls off!”
“Let’s not be hasty!” the boy shouted back, still running, “what’s a little smack between friends, Moon?”
“How’s this for a smack?” the girl called, brandishing her wand, and a pinprick of red light shot at the fleeing boy’s backside.
Victoria turned to look at Susan in surprise, and they shared a giggle before moving on. They eventually found a compartment, reaching it just as a boy and two other girls their age entered.
“Hi!” Susan said cheerfully. “I’m Susan Bones. Can we sit here too?”
“Sure,” said one of the girls. She was very pretty, with wavy, golden blonde hair and a healthy tan. “I’ll just move my trunk. I’m Daphne Greengrass, by the way, and this is Pansy.”
“Pansy Parkinson,” the second girl added. She was the opposite of Daphne: pale, with black hair and a slightly squashed-looking button nose. “Neville, help Daphne with her trunk.”
The pudgy boy jumped at being addressed, but nodded, and together he and Daphne managed to hoist the trunk up onto the rack.
“Thanks, Neville,” Daphne said, but the boy just reddened.
“I... I think I’ll, er, look around the train,” he mumbled, and he ran away before any of them could say another word.
Pansy laughed. “What a duffer.”
“He’s not so bad,” Daphne replied. “Good family, at least.”
“But did you see his grandmother’s hat? I think I’d die of embarrassment.”
Daphne hummed in agreement before turning to Victoria. “Here, let me help you with that,” she said, moving to lift one side of her trunk.
“Thanks.” Victoria moved Dumbledore’s cat-carrier onto the seat, and together they managed to get her trunk up into the rack. “I’m Victoria. Victoria Potter.”
A moment of silence followed.
“Well, of course you are,” Pansy said, as if she had known all along, “here, why don’t you sit next to me?” She took a seat next to the window and patted the cushion next to her.
Victoria shrugged and took the seat while Susan and Daphne struggled to get Susan’s trunk up into the increasingly full rack. “So you guys know each other already?”
Pansy nodded. “Daphne and I have been best friends since forever,” she explained. “We had the same tutor, you see.”
Daphne and Susan, having finished with Susan’s trunk, took the seat opposite.
“Tutor?” Victoria asked.
“Mrs Malfoy,” Daphne explained, and the name seemed familiar to Victoria, though she couldn’t place it.
“You’re so lucky,” Susan said with a groan. “I was stuck with old Mrs Graves. Never shuts up about Grindelwald…”
Pansy snorted. “Well, Mrs Malfoy is the best. She’s just so…”
“Elegant,” Daphne offered.
Pansy nodded. “That’s it. I don’t think I ever saw a hair out of place on her head. And she taught us French.”
“That potion was disgusting though,” Daphne added. “Not sure I’d do it again.”
Victoria was beginning to feel rather lost. “Potion?”
“Oh, don’t you know? You can learn French from a potion,” Pansy explained. “Well, so long as you already know Latin, at least.”
“Oh.” Victoria did not know Latin, though she was aware that Smeltings taught it. Would she be expected to know it, at Hogwarts? It hadn’t been in the book list…
“I love your cat,” Susan said, interrupting her thoughts. She leaned across to get a better look. “Oh, he’s still a kitten! Can we let him out?”
Victoria shrugged and unhooked the door to the cat-carrier. “Come on out, Dumbledore.”
All three girls’ eyes widened and they turned to look at her cat in awe.
“What… what did you do to him?” Daphne asked.
Victoria frowned, before remembering that their Headmaster was also called Dumbledore. She burst out laughing, trying to speak but only managing to giggle even harder when she saw the looks of consternation on their faces. “He’s not actually Dumbledore,” she gasped out. “He’s just a cat.”
The girls looked stunned for a moment, then Susan started laughing too, the others following immediately after. Hearing them set Victoria off again, and soon enough the four of them were stuck in a seemingly endless cycle of giggling. As soon as it looked like they’d stop, they’d share a look, and start anew.
“My tummy hurts,” groaned Daphne, wiping a tear from her eye.
“Mine too,” said Susan, still grinning from ear to ear. “I can’t believe you actually called your cat Dumbledore.”
“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” said Victoria. “Do you want to hold him?”
Susan’s reply was interrupted by the sound of a shrill whistle.
“At last!” Pansy said.
The train jolted and began to move. As they crept out of the station, Susan, Daphne and Pansy all stood to wave by the window, calling goodbye to their families. Victoria stayed sitting. She had no one to wave to.
It didn’t take long for them to leave the station behind, and the girls returned to their seats. Pansy held out her hand in front of her and examined her perfectly polished nails. “So, Victoria, tell us about yourself. I’d heard you’d been sent to live with Muggles... but that can’t be right, can it?”
Victoria blushed. “It’s true,” she said, causing all three girls to gasp.
“Oh, you poor thing,” Daphne said, looking like Victoria had just announced she was dying.
Susan was similarly aghast. “Was it awful?”
Victoria opened her mouth to reply, but Pansy beat her to it.
“Obviously it was awful,” she said, putting a hand on Victoria’s knee, “but at least it’s over now. Really, you’re lucky they didn’t manage to steal your magic.”
“That’s just a children’s story,” said Susan, but Pansy shook her head.
“It’s not,” she said firmly, “Daddy told me it was true. A few of them come to Hogwarts every year, didn’t you know?”
Susan rolled her eyes. “That’s silly. Muggleborns don’t steal magic.”
Victoria looked between Susan and Pansy, not sure who to believe. Certainly she couldn’t imagine the Dursleys ever being able to steal magic.
“Well, I don’t know about any of that,” she said hesitantly. She didn’t want to get into an argument with either of them, not when this was her first chance to make real friends. “But anyway, they didn’t steal mine.”
“But you must have so much to learn!” Daphne gasped. “I bet those Muggles didn’t teach you anything.”
Daphne’s statement confirmed Victoria’s worst fear. “I suppose everyone else knows so much magic already,” she said glumly, “I haven’t even cast a proper spell yet.”
Susan snorted. “Neither has any—”
“So much to learn,” Pansy interrupted, “luckily, you have us to teach you!”
Victoria smiled. “Will you tell me about it? Growing up in the magical world?”
“Of course we will!” Daphne said, clapping excitedly, “but where should we start?”
The three girls shared a look, before speaking as one:
“Robes.”
And so began Victoria’s education. They closed the blinds on the glass door, took their trunks down from the luggage racks and before long the room was filled with discarded clothing as they changed from one outfit to another. There was no shortage of advice given along the way.
“No, no, you have to sit like this,” Pansy instructed, showing off a rather stiff-backed pose with her hands resting on her knees. It rather reminded Victoria of Professor McGonagall.
“Stand with your hands tucked inside the opposite sleeve,” Susan advised.
“Just do whatever’s comfortable,” Daphne suggested, which was met with a shake of Pansy’s head.
“Don’t listen to her,” Pansy said, “she’s annoyingly natural at this... Mrs Malfoy’s favourite. The rest of us actually have to try.”
Finally they each ended up wearing their Hogwarts robes, the rest of their clothes folded up and returned to their trunks.
A knock came at their door, followed by a woman’s voice: “Anything to eat, dears?”
Susan opened the door to reveal an old lady pushing a trolley laden with strange sweets and snacks. Victoria leaned forward for a better look: Pumpkin Pasties, Liquorice Wands and Chocolate Frogs… she had no idea what any of them were.
“Chocolate Frog, please,” Susan said, handing over a few knuts, and Daphne bought the same. Pansy declined to order, and then it was Victoria’s turn.
“Er…”
Susan came to her rescue. “She’ll have a Chocolate Frog too.”
After the lady had moved on, Victoria watched the others open their Chocolate Frogs with fascination. Susan took hers firmly by its midsection as the chocolate animal tried to wriggle free, much like Victoria’s origami. Daphne ate hers more delicately, keeping the frog trapped in the box and reaching inside to snap off small pieces.
“Go on,” Susan said, licking melted chocolate from a finger, “try it!”
Victoria untied the ribbon around the box before lifting the lid carefully. The frog leapt out, making her jump in surprise, but she managed to snatch it from mid-air before it escaped. The frog struggled to get free for a moment, but the animation died the moment she broke off a piece from a leg.
“Cool,” she said, before taking a bite of the chocolate. It was delicious.
“What card did you get? Daphne asked.
“Card?”
“Inside the box.”
Victoria fished the card out from the bottom of the box. On one side was a moving portrait of a stern-looking wizard wearing robes with lots of ruffles. The other side held a short biography:

  Brandon Swann


  1571 - 1698


  The leader of the 17th century Reformists, Swann is best known for his role in overthrowing the Wizengamot in 1649, and for the dictatorial Wardenship which followed. A controversial figure, Swann is considered both a tyrant and the father of the Ministry of Magic. The Swann family continues to enjoy prominence, with three Ministers for Magic and a Supreme Mugwump to their name.

Daphne groaned when she saw the card. “Boring,” she said, though Victoria thought it was interesting enough. “He’s probably the most common one, after Dumbledore.”
“What’s a Supreme Mugwump?” Victoria asked, remembering that it was on Headmaster Dumbledore’s list of titles.
Pansy waved a hand. “Some political thing. Like Daphne said, boring.”
“It’s to do with the International Confederation of Wizards,” Susan said, somewhat more helpfully. “Don’t really know what they do though.”
Victoria was about to ask about the International Confederation of Wizards when the door to their compartment slid open once more. It was the blond-haired boy from Madam Malkin’s.
“Draco!” Pansy cried, beaming at the boy, and suddenly it clicked—that was where Victoria had heard the name Malfoy before. Pansy and Daphne’s tutor must have been related to this boy.
Draco stepped into the compartment. He was carrying a rectangular wooden case under his arm. “Finally,” he said, with a long-suffering air, “finding you was a nightmare.”
“Sit next to me,” Pansy commanded, before turning to Victoria. “Move up, would you?”
Victoria was well-used to following such directions from Little Whinging Primary. She shifted across to the end of the seat without complaint, ignoring the sinking feeling that maybe girls in the magical world were not so different to the Muggle one.
“So, Draco,” Daphne began, and there was a mischievous glint in her eyes, “weren’t you telling us, just last month, that you were going to Durmstrang? Yes, I remember it very clearly… something about how you were going to go and learn ‘real magic’... don’t you remember, Pansy?”
“Oh, pish posh,” Pansy said, “Draco was just joking, I’m sure.”
“I was invited,” Draco said, puffing up slightly, “Father was all for it… he goes back with Headmaster Karkaroff, you know… but Mother didn’t like it. Said Durmstrang is a school for brutes.”
“Speaking of, where’s Crabbe and Goyle?” Daphne asked.
Malfoy shrugged. “Left them in the dining car. Knowing them, they’ll stay there the rest of the way.”
Susan erupted into a loud laugh at his joke, drawing everyone’s gaze. She blushed a deep red and looked down at her lap. Draco gave Pansy a questioning look.
“This is Susan Bones,” Pansy said, and Susan gave Draco a brief smile before looking back down at her lap. She didn’t kiss him like she did everyone else, Victoria noticed. Why was she acting so strangely? “And this,” Pansy continued, now turning to Victoria, “is—”
“Victoria Potter, I know,” said Draco. “We’ve met.”
Pansy frowned at Victoria, apparently somewhat deflated by the loss of her big surprise. “How…?”
“Madam Malkin’s,” Victoria said, and her answer seemed to satisfy Pansy, who smiled once more.
Daphne leaned forwards. “Is that Beyond the Veil under your arm?”
“I thought we could play,” Draco said. “Here, let’s make a table with a trunk.”
Pansy groaned. “I hate Beyond the Veil,” she said, but nonetheless she helped them pull Daphne’s trunk out to use as a playing surface. Draco took the wooden case and unlatched a hinge on its side, unfolding it to form a board. A crystal ball sat at its centre, and the board itself was covered with carvings depicting various scenes.
“I call goblin,” Daphne said, picking up a pewter figurine.
“Vampire,” Pansy said, taking another. Susan then took the werewolf.
Victoria hesitated. “I don’t really know how to play.”
“You’ll pick it up,” Draco said. “Basically you have to solve the murder by going to different locations for clues.”
“Each time you reach a location, the crystal ball will give you a vision,” Daphne explained. “Here, just watch.” She took her wand out of her sleeve and tapped the crystal ball. “Begin.”
The lights in the compartment darkened and cold smoke coalesced around the board like fog. Daphne placed her goblin on the edge of the board, took hold of a pair of chicken’s feet—made of pewter like the figurines—and threw them into the air. They floated down to the board, and then the goblin began to move, walking towards a carving of a cave.
“No fair,” said Pansy, “you can’t go to the cave first.”
Daphne smirked. “Tell that to the Fates. No interrupting, now.” She then leaned forward and stared into the crystal ball. It happened in a moment: her eyes glazed over, turning a milky-white colour, before suddenly she was back with them again, sitting up with a smile on her face. “Interesting.”
The game proceeded in much the same way, with Susan, Pansy and then Draco taking their turns. Pansy had a bad throw and didn’t make it to any location, her vampire stuck half-way between an overgrown cottage and a tower, but the other two both had their first visions. And then it was Victoria’s turn.
She placed her piece, a mermaid, on the edge of the board, and threw the chicken’s feet. She had no idea what they meant but Pansy’s groan probably meant it was good.
“Beginner’s luck,” Draco said, and her mermaid slid past Pansy’s vampire all the way to the tower. “Now stare into the crystal ball.”
She looked at the ball, feeling quite silly, but the moment her eyes met its centre she could not look away. There was just something so fascinating about the way the inside swirled and shifted… her focus narrowed, the rest of the compartment barely even registering at the corners of her vision, and suddenly she saw it: a bloody dagger etched with runes, resting on top of a tombstone.
The vision ended and the room returned.
“Woah,” Victoria said, feeling slightly dizzy, but the feeling passed quickly. She looked around with a grin on her face. This was magic. She handed the chicken’s feet over to Daphne. “Your turn, I guess.”
It was at that moment that someone burst into their compartment, the bright light of the corridor piercing the darkness. The newcomer was a girl their age with bushy brown hair. “Has anyone seen a… what are you doing?”
Pansy glared at the new girl. “Who are you?”
“Hermione Granger, pleased to meet you,” the girl said, “are you playing a game? I was looking for a toad, have you seen one?”
Pansy and Draco shared a look. “No,” Pansy said. “Go away.”
Hermione huffed. “Well, no need to be so rude. I was just asking… I’m new to all this, you know, and it’s terribly fascinating. Maybe I can join your game?”
“I’m afraid we’ve already started,” Draco said with a tight smile. “Good luck with your toad.”
Daphne giggled.
Hermione stared at them for a moment longer before spinning away and closing their door with a loud thump.
“What did I tell you?” Pansy said the moment she was gone. “They steal magic.”
Susan looked like she wanted to say something, but instead looked back down at her lap when she saw Draco nodding.
“Let’s just play,” Daphne said, and the game resumed.
The game turned out to be a long one. The visions they were given in each location constituted clues, but Victoria quickly found that there wasn’t really any structure to them. She grew quite frustrated as her visions became a succession of nonsense. A ring, a dark mirror, a gold coin, a mirror again… what did it mean?
The others seemed to be having a better time of it, because as the game progressed they began taunting each other with their knowledge. At one point Pansy and Draco even traded a clue, which didn’t seem very fair to Victoria, but ultimately it turned out to be pointless, because Susan won the game.
“I’ve got it,” she said at the end of her turn. Everyone looked at her in surprise.
“Are you sure?” Daphne asked, “if you guess wrong, you’re out of the game.”
“I’m sure,” Susan replied. “The victim was murdered by his wife.” The werewolf figurine took a step towards the crystal ball. “The motive was vanity.” Another step. “The method was a Muggle assassin.” The werewolf reached the centre. Suddenly the smoke was sucked back into the board and the compartment lights flickered back to life. The sun was much lower in the sky than when they had started.
“I was so close!” Daphne said. Victoria was just baffled by the whole thing.
“I’m starving,” Pansy declared, “shall we go find Crabbe and Goyle in the dining car?”
But at that moment, someone else knocked on their door. It was an older boy with long, sandy-blond hair. He looked very tall to Victoria, and he had a shiny badge clipped to his robes.
“We’re approaching Hogsmeade,” he said. “You should change into your robes if you—oh, never mind.” They were all in their robes already.
It was not long before the train slowed down with the squeal of brakes and pulled up to a small, deserted platform. The cool air was refreshing after so long inside, and for a moment Victoria just closed her eyes and breathed it in. The station was in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by mountains, with a cobbled road leading off into a forest. A long line of horseless carriages waited on the road, enough to take all the students.
It was beautiful.
“Firs’ years, this way!” someone shouted, and they looked over to see a huge man with shaggy black hair stepping up onto the platform. He was easily eight feet tall and wide enough to match. He counted out loud as a crowd of first years began to gather around him, many looking up at him with something like fear.
“All righ’, looks like everyone’s ‘ere,” he said at last, holding up a lantern. “Follo’ me.”
They walked off into the trees in nervous silence, broken only by the occasional excited whisper. Feeling the tension of anticipation, Victoria found herself whispering too.
“Is he human?” she asked. She hadn’t known people could get that big.
“No clue,” Susan replied, mimicking her whisper. “I’ve never seen anyone like him.”
After ten minutes’ walk the trees thinned to reveal a rocky shore, no more than a small cove on what looked like a truly massive lake. A small fleet of boats were bobbing on the water.
“Come on then, four to a boat!” the man said, taking one entirely for himself. He looked ridiculous in it, hunched with his knees up, but Victoria quickly moved to grab a boat, trying not to get too wet. Susan followed her, but Pansy, Daphne and Draco got into the boat next to them.
“Race you to the other side!” Daphne called, just as the big man raised a pink umbrella.
“Forward!” he called, and the boats began moving of their own accord, sailing out into deeper water.
They got their first sight of Hogwarts as they turned out of the cove. Victoria gasped along with all the others, looking up at the glittering lights of her new home. It was magnificent. A huge castle stood atop a tall outcrop across the lake, an eclectic mix of towers, ramparts and keeps made of dark grey stone. Facing them was a long hall with arched, stained-glass windows, a warm glow coming from within.
Their boats headed towards the castle, and Victoria craned her neck to keep looking at it as they got closer, before they eventually passed through a rocky archway into a small, sheltered dock. They got out of the boats and followed their guide up a flight of steps, where they encountered a massive wooden door.
The giant raised his huge fist and knocked three times. They had arrived.






      

  











The Sorting








  The door opened to reveal Professor McGonagall, dressed in high-collared robes of dark green and wearing her pointy witch’s hat. “Thank you, Hagrid,” she said. “I’ll take them from here. Follow me, everyone.”
She led them into the castle, where their long ascent began. Victoria didn’t even try to hold back her amazement at the sheer magic around her. The large, airy halls were full of living portraits who could move and speak, elaborate suits of armour which saluted them as they passed, and all manner of statues, sculptures and gargoyles. Their way was lit by the warm, flickering glow of fire, at first from torches, but as they approached the upper floors, the open flame was replaced with oil lamps which gave off a more intense light, though still softer than the harsh electric lights of the Muggle world.
McGonagall spoke to them as they walked. “In just a moment, you will be sorted into your houses: Gryffindor, Slytherin, Ravenclaw, or Hufflepuff. Your house will be like a family to you while you are here, and it is expected that you will do your utmost to represent that family to the best of your ability.”
They passed into a large antechamber where McGonagall stopped in front of another door. “Every house has a long and rich history, and in time you will come to add to that history. But first, you must be sorted.”
And with that she opened the door and beckoned them into a cathedral-like hall lit by a multitude of floating candles. Everything about the hall was grand: the floor was made of granite flagstone, and the walls were dominated by tall stained-glass windows, but it was the vaulted ceiling that took Victoria’s breath away, for it had been enchanted to show the sky above, as if there were no ceiling at all.
They were not alone in the hall. Hundreds of students sat at four long tables running the length of the room, and at the near end were the teachers, sitting around a long semi-circular table on a raised dais. At their centre, an old man with a long white beard sat on an elaborately carved wooden throne.
“The first years, Professor Dumbledore,” said McGonagall, stopping in front of the teachers’ table, next to a ratty old hat which rested on a stool.
“Then let the sorting begin!” Dumbledore replied. His voice was surprisingly strong and clear for such an old man. All eyes turned to the hat and Victoria could only look on in amazement as, with a shudder, it began to sing:

  Oh you may not think I'm pretty,


  But don't judge on what you see,


  I'll eat myself if you can find


  A smarter hat than me.


   


  You can keep your bowlers black,


  Your top hats sleek and tall,


  For I'm the Hogwarts Sorting Hat


  And I can cap them all.


   


  There's nothing hidden in your head


  The Sorting Hat can't see,


  So try me on and I will tell you


  Where you ought to be.


   


  You might belong in Gryffindor,


  Where dwell the brave at heart,


  Their daring, nerve, and chivalry


  Set Gryffindors apart;


   


  You might belong in Hufflepuff,


  Where they are just and loyal,


  Those patient Hufflepuffs are true


  And unafraid of toil;


   


  Or yet in wise old Ravenclaw,


  if you've a ready mind,


  Where those of wit and learning,


  Will always find their kind;


   


  Or perhaps in Slytherin


  You'll make your real friends,


  Those cunning folks use any means


  To achieve their ends.


   


  So put me on! Don't be afraid!


  And don't get in a flap!


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


  For I'm a Thinking Cap!

The hall erupted into applause and the Sorting Hat bent several times as if bowing. Eventually, McGonagall raised her hand and the clapping stopped.
“When I call your name,” she said, turning to the first years, “come forward and place the hat on your head.” She flicked her wand and a long scroll of parchment appeared from nowhere. “Abbott, Hannah!”
A plump blonde girl stepped forward and McGonagall lowered the Sorting Hat onto her head. There was silence for a moment, before the hat opened its brim and shouted, “HUFFLEPUFF!”
Applause erupted from the Hufflepuff table and Hannah rushed over to them, where a plate popped into existence at the end closest to the teachers.
“Bones, Susan!”
Susan took a bit longer than Hannah, but it wasn’t long before the hat shouted “Hufflepuff!” once more. Susan joined Hannah with a grin on her face.
And so it went. Some people were very quick, others took much longer. Victoria watched only with detached interest, not yet knowing many of her year-mates. After that Hermione girl took forever, finally a name was called which she recognised:
“Greengrass, Daphne!”
Victoria perked up. She had quickly come to like Daphne (much more than she did Pansy) and so she watched curiously for the result.
“SLYTHERIN!” shouted the Hat, somewhat to Victoria’s surprise. Daphne had not struck her as particularly cunning, but nonetheless the blonde girl went to join the students wearing robes trimmed with green. Draco joined the Slytherins not long after, the Hat deciding before it even touched his head. Pansy followed him there, and then—
“Potter, Victoria!”
A wave of hushed chatter crossed the hall at her name. A camera flashed, and then the hat was on her head. It was so large it covered her eyes, but she could still hear the murmuring hall beyond.
“Hmm... interesting,” a voice said, whispering right by her ear. “Very interesting. Talent the likes of which I rarely see. My goodness, yes. The Founders would have fought over you, that much is clear... but Gryffindor is not for you, I think. Not one to stand out from a crowd, are you?”
 Although the Hat’s words were somewhat insulting, Victoria remained silent, unsure of whether she was meant to reply. None of the other students had, so far as she could tell.
“Point proven,” the hat continued, a satisfied tone to its voice. “No, bravery is not your strong suit. Ravenclaw, perhaps? You certainly have a love for knowledge and learning. And yet… there’s a certain drive to you too, a craving for recognition, a desire to be the best. Knowledge alone would not fulfil you. Well, there’s only one thing for it, then. It will have to be Slytherin.”
Slytherin didn’t sound so bad, even if she didn’t like the Hat’s tone. That was where Daphne and Draco had gone, after all.
“No objections? Most curious… One suspects that the next seven years shall prove quite entertaining. Yes, you most definitely belong in SLYTHERIN!”
McGonagall whipped the hat off Victoria’s head. For a moment the hall was silent, staring at her incredulously, before the Slytherin table roared with approval, many of them rising to their feet in standing ovation. Daphne was beaming at her from her position at the end of the table.
“Good show,” Draco said when she walked over. He was one of those standing to clap. “I knew you had it in you.”
“Settle down, now,” called McGonagall, and the Slytherins rapidly returned to their seats.
“Budge up!” Pansy hissed to the boy sitting next to her, and everyone shuffled down the bench to make a space for Victoria. A set of cutlery, a plate and a goblet appeared on the table the moment she sat down.
The rest of the sorting went along quickly. Lisa Turpin went to Ravenclaw, right before Hufflepuff received their last member. Finally they reached the end of the alphabet, with Blaise Zabini heading for Slytherin.
Dumbledore stood. He was tall and thin like a beanpole, and was wearing flamboyant blue robes unlike anything Victoria had seen at Madam Malkin’s.
“To students both old and new, welcome to Hogwarts! Before we are all befuddled by the feast, I have a number of announcements to make.” He allowed a moment for the students to groan in good-natured complaint. “Yes, yes, I shall endeavour to be as concise as possible,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “In addition to my annual warning regarding the dangers of the Forbidden Forest, first and second year students are reminded that the town of Hogsmeade is off limits... alas, the delights of Honeydukes shall have to wait. Personally, I am rather partial to their fizzing—”
Professor McGonagall cleared her throat loudly.
“—yes, well, enough of that. My next announcement will no doubt sadden you all. I must inform you that a true Hogwarts institution, Professor Binns, passed on over the summer.”
Someone at the Gryffindor table whooped, and the hall erupted into laughter. Victoria looked around in confusion. Why were they laughing at someone dying?
Dumbledore’s lips twitched. “Yes, it seems that Professor Binns was so shocked by a student desiring to apprentice to him that he departed this world, some three hundred years after his death. That, of course, means that we shall need a new History Master. Please give a warm welcome to Professor Flamel.”
At the teachers’ table, a middle-aged man stood up to polite applause. He had a kindly look about him, with black hair streaked with silver and a rather striking handlebar moustache. Victoria couldn’t help but notice that the teachers were clapping for him with unusual enthusiasm… and now that she looked around, why were the older Slytherins whispering to each other so frantically?
Professor Flamel gave a small bow in recognition before taking his seat once more.
“Wonderful,” said Dumbledore. “I look forward to hearing all about Professor Flamel’s lessons. But now, lest we face a revolution from our hungry Gryffindors, let the feast begin!”
And suddenly, to Victoria’s amazement, the tables were heaving with food. It looked like there was something of everything. There were meats of every kind—roasted, grilled, cured and smoked—and enough vegetables to feed an army. But that was just the start: there were stews, a giant shepherd's pie, and pastries of many kinds. Sitting right in front of her was a perfectly pink beef Wellington.
She couldn’t help but grin at the sight of it all. Petunia had always kept strict control over her portion sizes; even while Dudley had been free to eat as much as he liked, Victoria had been forbidden from eating anything more than a ladylike amount. Only at Christmas and on her birthday was she ever properly full, but it was looking like Hogwarts would offer her many chances to get used to the feeling.
“Potatoes?” Daphne asked, offering a platter piled high with crisp roast potatoes glistening with fat. Victoria took several before passing them on to the boy to her right.
“Blaise, wasn’t it?” she asked as he took the platter. He was a handsome black boy with very short hair.
“That’s right,” he said, “no need to ask who you are, of course. Bit of a surprise to see you here, though.”
Victoria started cutting into the beef Wellington—she was determined to try a bit of everything. “Oh? And why wouldn’t I be at Hogwarts?”
Draco, sitting opposite, snorted. “Not Hogwarts. In Slytherin.”
“And what’s weird about that?”
Draco suddenly looked very uncomfortable. “Well, you know…” he said, focusing entirely on placing a slice of chicken and leek pie onto his plate, “it’s You-Know-Who’s old house.”
Victoria’s hand paused half-way towards a boat of gravy. “You-Know-Who went to Hogwarts?” It was a strange thought. She’d been picturing him like some kind of monster, not someone who had once been a kid.
Draco shrugged. “That’s what they say.”
“Well, she’s here now,” Pansy said, joining their conversation. “No take-backs!”
“I’m sure Victoria’s perfectly happy to be in Slytherin,” Daphne added. “After all, we’re here!”
Victoria smiled at Daphne in thanks.
“Oi, Potter!” a girl’s voice called from further down the table. It came from a large, powerfully built girl with a troll-like face. “You done with the gravy?”
Pansy rolled her eyes and daintily picked up the gravy before passing it down. “A ‘please’ wouldn’t hurt, Millicent.”
“Do you all know each other already?” Victoria asked. Pansy seemed to know everyone.
“Not all of us,” said Daphne, glancing down the table at the other Slytherin first years. All in all there were around twenty of them. “But most, yeah. Our parents are friends so we kind of grew up together.”
“Oh.”
It was just another confirmation that Victoria was once again doomed to be the odd one out, just like she’d been in the Muggle world. Not knowing what to say next, she looked down and focused on her food, enjoying the satisfying crunch when her knife broke through the crisp exterior of a roast potato to reveal the fluffy insides. Some things were better than the Muggle world, at least.
She listened in to the others as Daphne and Pansy’s conversation turned towards whether it was better to keep your wand up your sleeve or hanging from the loop on the inside of your robes. Meanwhile, Blaise had got into an argument with a small, mousy-haired girl over which class was the best.
“How can it be anything other than Charms?” Blaise said. “Most of magic is Charms.”
“Yeah, but in Defence you get to duel,” the girl replied.
Blaise snorted. “And what’s a first year going to do in a duel? Shoot sparks? Face it, Tracey, Charms is just the most fun.”
Draco shook his head. “You’re not thinking about this properly. The best class is obviously Potions—it’s taught by Professor Snape.”
Another name Victoria didn’t know. “Snape?”
“Our Head of House,” Draco said, pointing up at the teachers’ table. “The one with the long black hair, see?
Victoria looked at a man with greasy hair, pale skin and yellowing, crooked teeth. He was talking with a man wearing a purple turban.
“Him?” Victoria asked, “he’s a bit, uh…”
“Ugly?” suggested Daphne with a grin. “I’m with Draco on this one. Potions is best.”
“You’re just saying that because your father taught you,” Pansy said. “Blaise is right; Charms is the most useful.”
“I think Transfiguration looks interesting,” Victoria said, daring to offer an opinion. The others all pulled faces.
“Are you insane?” Pansy asked. “Transfiguration is the worst. It’s supposed to be the hardest by far.”
Victoria ducked her head and bit back her retort. What she wanted to say was that their Transfiguration textbook—which she had read multiple times—had all made perfect sense to her. It was her first day at Hogwarts, however, and she knew better than to start things off by getting into an argument.
“If you say so.”
Pansy’s response was interrupted by a series of gasps around the hall. She looked around to see that a number of silvery, translucent figures were coming through the wall and floating towards the various tables.
“What…?”
“Ghosts,” Daphne supplied, apparently completely unconcerned, just as they were joined by the apparition of a man covered in chains and wearing blood-stained robes.
“Well met, Baron,” Draco said, drawing the ghost’s piercing gaze. The ghost said nothing, the moment stretching to the point of discomfort, then turned and floated down the table towards the older years.
Daphne giggled once he was gone. “Well met… you’ve been reading too many novels, Draco. I’m pretty sure that’s not how they spoke in Anglo-Saxon times.”
A faint blush appeared across Draco’s cheeks. “Well, I didn’t see you saying anything!”
“I have no desire to speak to the Bloody Baron, thank you very much.”
Pansy nodded in agreement. “He’s rather creepy, isn’t he? And no one knows where that blood came from… it doesn’t look like it’s his, does it? It’s not like he’s injured.”
At that moment the food on the table before them disappeared without warning—a cry of dismay coming from a bulky boy a few seats down from Draco, who had been spooning more mashed potato onto his plate. The spoon had disappeared from his hand, and a moment later his plate vanished too, along with all the others.
His dismay did not last long. A second later, the plates were replaced with pudding, similarly abundant to the main course. Within reach Victoria could see an apple crumble, chocolate torte, and a tower of profiteroles, with jugs of cream and custard to accompany them. Although she had been feeling painfully full from her main course, suddenly she discovered that she had room for more. They dove in, and for a few minutes the talking in the hall was largely replaced with the concentrated silence of food being served.
“You know, I think I’ve changed my mind,” Draco announced once their bowls were suitably overflowing with dessert. “Potions isn’t the best class.”
Tracey waved her spoon in victory. “Hah! Told you, Defence is—”
“Let me finish,” Draco said, holding up his hand, “Potions isn’t best because obviously the best class is Flying.”
Pansy rolled her eyes. “That doesn’t count as a real class, Draco.”
“I heard that!” called a boy some way down the table. He looked like his nose had been broken at least three times.
“Mind your own business, Bletchley,” Pansy called back down the table. Her statement caused a wave of laughs from the third years, many of them turning to taunt the boy.
“He’s right though,” Draco said, “you had better get used to it, because we have Flying every week for the next five years!”
Pansy scowled, and Victoria rather shared her feeling. Did they really have to fly? She didn’t much fancy the thought of falling off a broom, and it was bound to mess up her hair.
As the evening drew on, the feast didn’t so much end as slowly peter out. The older years began leaving in dribs and drabs as they finished their dessert, and before long the hall was feeling rather empty.
A pair of older students, a boy and a girl, walked over to the first years. They each wore a shiny badge engraved with a “P”.
“Everyone full?” the boy asked. He was answered by a series of satisfied groans. “Don’t expect food like this every day, now. The start-of-term banquet’s special. But if you’re all done, then up you get and follow me!”
They left the Great Hall through an archway the size of a lorry, which led them into the cooler air of the castle’s cavernous Entrance Hall. Hogwarts’ main entrance was to their right, and a grand staircase to their left led into the castle proper.
“I’m Gemma Farley, and this is Joseph Deverill,” the girl explained as they took a side-door beneath the main stairs. It led to a spiral staircase going down. “We’re your fifth year prefects, so if you need anything in these first few weeks, just ask. Try to remember where we’re going now: it’s the way to the common room, and it’s a secret. You can’t tell anyone from the other houses.”
The way was complicated but Victoria thought she could remember it. There was a trick to it: just keep going down. They were in a lower part of the castle now, with fewer airy landings and smaller, gloomier corridors. Did all the houses have such damp surroundings? She wondered if she should have asked the hat for Ravenclaw.
“Here we are,” said Joseph, stopping next to an unremarkable stretch of wall. “To enter, you need only speak the password: potentia rectum facit.”
A smattering of giggles ran through the group at the unfortunate wording, but Victoria was more interested in the magic: the wall was parting with the sound of stone grinding on stone, just like the entrance to Diagon Alley. The resulting archway revealed a long room of granite, filled with thick rugs and leather couches grouped around coffee tables. The room was lit by lamps giving off a warm glow, and at the far end was a large, ornately carved fireplace, a strong fire already roaring in the hearth. It was around this fireplace that the oldest students seemed to have gathered, clustered in a semi-circle of armchairs.
The first years were clearly the last to arrive, and the common room was already full, with the older students sitting around the tables and talking merrily. A gramophone was playing in the corner and several tables were littered with bottles holding brightly coloured drinks.
“Come on, then,” Gemma said, and she led them inside. The portal sealed itself behind them. “Time for the grand tour.”
She marched them past the chatting students to a pair of spiral staircases near the fireplace. Joseph took the boys up the stairs to the right and the girls followed Gemma to the left.
“First years are closest to the common room,” she explained as they climbed, “so the older students can be further away from the noise. Here we go.” They reached the first landing. It held a single door, on which was a plaque reading ADDER DORM. “Pansy, Daphne, Victoria, Millicent, and Tracey, you’re in here. The rest of you, follow me, there’s another dorm on the next landing.”
They entered the dorm, Pansy leading the way. It was a large, circular room with four-poster beds arranged around the edge. On the far side of the wall, where a window would normally sit, a large porthole looked out into the gloom of the lake.
“We’re underwater?” Tracey asked. “Uh, can we be re-sorted?”
“Don’t be such a pansy,” Millicent said, barging past. “That’s her job.” She jabbed her thumb at Pansy, who rolled her eyes.
“Mine,” Pansy said, claiming the bed closest to the door. Her trunk immediately appeared at the foot of the bed with a pop.
“That’s okay, I wanted this one anyway,” Daphne replied, taking the bed closest to the porthole.
Victoria ignored them both. “What’s through here?” she said, opening a door. It led to a long, tiled bathroom. There were three doors marked ‘TOILET’, and opposite them a line of sinks and mirrors. At the end of the room were the showers, which to Victoria’s dismay were separated only by alcoves—no curtains.
Daphne’s followed in behind her, looking around curiously. “No bath?”
“Doesn’t look like it.”
“Well, your trunk just appeared by the last bed. You’re next to Pansy. Good luck.”
Victoria laughed and they returned to the bedroom. She opened her trunk and began moving her clothes into the wardrobe next to her bed, but was interrupted by Gemma’s return.
“You’ll have time to unpack later,” she said. “For now let’s continue the tour. Up the stairs, now. Last one to the top’s a squib!”
They raced up the stairs, laughing and shouting as they passed landing after landing, and by the time they reached the top they were breathing heavily. It was then that Victoria noticed the sound of water. The stairs led to a long tunnel carved into the rock, the stone here much rougher than downstairs, and there was a trickling echo of running water bouncing off the walls. The air became damp as they went in further, the sound of water getting louder, approaching a roar, and then they turned a corner to find the tunnel blocked by a rushing waterfall.
“You’ll like this,” Gemma said, before walking through the water without hesitation. The first years hesitated.
“No way,” said Pansy. “I’m not getting wet.” Her eyes landed on Victoria. “You should go first, Vicky. You’re the Girl Who Lived, after all.”
Victoria liked the idea of getting wet no more than Pansy, but she could hardly decline now that everyone was looking at her expectantly. She sighed and took a hesitant step forward into the water. To her great surprise, she didn’t get wet at all: though she certainly felt the cool of the water hitting her, it seemed to just lack wetness.
When she saw what was beyond, she knew exactly why there was no bath downstairs. The waterfall led to a stone walkway which crossed a dark, echoey cavern, and a large pool of water lay below, glimmering with reflected light. That light came from a cloud of fairies which fluttered around the cavern’s ceiling, each one no larger than a mosquito but giving off a surprisingly strong light. The sound of the waterfall filled the cavern, loud enough that you would have to shout to be heard over it, and the roaring water fed into a gully, which then ran through a series of overflowing rock pools before plunging into the water below.
Victoria was so busy looking around that she was almost knocked off the edge when Daphne came through the waterfall behind her.
“Clear the way!” called Gemma, and they walked further along the walkway to make room for the others. The boys, led by Joseph, were coming through on the other side of the walkway, which must have led to the boys’ dorms. Gasps followed as each of them passed through the waterfall and saw the pool for the first time.
“So you see, there are advantages to being under the lake!” Gemma said. “No other house has anything like this!”
“All right, tour’s over!” Joseph shouted. “Everyone back to the common room! It’s time for your first test!”
A test? Victoria shared a nervous look with Daphne. No one had said anything about a test. 
When they returned to the common room, the music was no longer playing, nor was it filled with the hubbub of a dozen conversations. Everyone—and there must have been more than a hundred of them, from the size of the crowd—had gathered around the fireplace, where they stood in silence.
A few of the older students were sitting in the armchairs around the fireplace, but the seat at the centre, the one facing the fire directly, was empty. A tall, olive-skinned girl with dark hair stood up from one of the armchairs. Like the prefects she had a badge pinned to her robes, but hers read HEAD GIRL. 
“Welcome to Slytherin. For those of you who don’t know, my name is Stephanie Fawcett.” She stepped forward and rested her hand on the empty chair. “You are about to participate in a little tradition we have here. It’s quite simple, really—I want each of you to come forward and sit in this chair.”
The first years exchanged glances, confused. That was it? They just had to sit in a chair?
Stephanie smiled, reading their expressions. “There’s no trick. You just have to sit down.”
“Well, then,” Draco said, stepping forward, “what are we waiting for?”
He went straight for the chair, walking with a swagger, and sat down. A moment later he was launched into the air, a high-pitched shriek escaping his lips as the chair ejected him with great force. The crowd erupted into laughter and cheers, and a group of burly older boys caught Draco just before he hit the ground.
Applause followed and Draco got to his feet, red-faced but looking quite pleased with his reception.
“Well done, Draco,” Stephanie said, smiling. “Never let it be said that bravery is a Gryffindor trait alone.”
Pansy grimaced; Draco’s smile became somewhat fixed.
“Now,” Stephanie, said, “who’s next?”
Victoria went to step forward—she might as well get it over with—but found her arm caught. She turned to find Gemma holding her wrist firmly. “Wait,” she whispered.
She’d missed her chance. Daphne had gone forward, and then, just like Draco, she was flying through the air with a scream. Cheers and applause followed. One by one they took their turn, but Gemma’s hand never left Victoria’s wrist, holding her back. At last only she remained.
Stephanie turned to look at her, but she wasn’t smiling. There was something calculating in her eyes. “Your turn, Victoria.”
The room changed, became more focused. The students in the armchairs leaned forward, looking at her intently. The crowd went silent once more. Victoria walked towards the chair on inexplicably wobbly knees. It was just an enchanted cushion, wasn’t it? A game? The chair didn’t look special. It was, in fact, the same as all the others.
After a moment of hesitation, she sat down, bracing herself for a sudden jolt.
Nothing happened. Stephanie’s eyebrows shot up; gasps filled the room.
Then her navel lurched—there was a rush of air, the walls and floor spinning—she was flying just like all the others, screaming before she could control it, and then limbs were everywhere as the boys caught her, cheers filling the air. Victoria scrambled to her feet, her heart beating fast.
“Well done, everyone,” Stephanie called over the cheers. “Now, music! Pumpkin juice! Butterbeer! And, for the seventh years, firewhiskey!”
The party resumed, the crowd dispersing back to the couches around the common room.
Gemma approached the first years. “Well, now that’s over with, why don’t you help yourselves to a bottle and relax? Classes start tomorrow, after all! Here, we’ve made sure a space was kept free.”
She gestured to an empty group of couches and cushions around a table, which was stocked with bottles of pumpkin juice, board games and playing cards. The others rushed over to get a drink, but Victoria hung back. As always, she had questions.
“Gemma, what was that about?” she asked, glancing at the chair. It was still empty. “Why didn’t you let me go?”
The older girl cocked her head, her red hair shifting. “Always save the best ’til last, Victoria. We figured that if anyone could do it, it’d be you. You are the Girl Who Lived, after all.”
“But why does that matter?” Victoria asked. “It’s just a chair, right? With some kind of charm on it?”
Gemma sighed. “No, not exactly. No one’s been able to sit in that chair for decades, you see. It’s not an enchantment, it’s a curse.”
“A curse? But why? Who would curse a chair?”
“Oh, I doubt he did it intentionally,” Gemma said softly. “But sometimes, people are just so powerful that objects remember their presence. Not so long ago, one such individual came through Slytherin... even now, years later, we feel the echo of his footsteps.”
With a sinking feeling, Victoria realised who she was talking about. Their eyes met.
“I think you understand,” Gemma said, correctly reading Victoria’s expression. “That chair… it was where he used to sit. The Dark Lord.”






      

  











Classes Begin








  Victoria’s first days at Hogwarts went by in a rush of lessons and impromptu explorations. It was all too easy to get lost when trying to navigate the castle, which had a tendency to spontaneously rearrange itself. She and the other Slytherin girls were almost late for their first ever class, Herbology, when they had climbed up a staircase only to find themselves down in the boathouse.
Herbology was held in a number of long greenhouses to the rear of the castle and was taught by the matronly Professor Sprout, who was also the Head of Hufflepuff. Pansy hated the whole affair—it was far too much like manual labour for her delicate hands—but Victoria loved it, finally allowed to get her hands dirty doing all the things she’d watched the Dursleys’ gardener do.
While poor Tracey did Pansy’s work for her, Victoria took great joy in manning the line of enchanted pumps just outside the greenhouse, having to use all her weight to pull down their giant metal handles, filling buckets with not just water but milk and quicksilver too. Magical plants, they were to learn, drank some very strange things. Meanwhile, Millicent wrestled with the Boxing Knotweed so that Daphne could clip off a few of its leaves. Then Professor Sprout would call “change places!” and they’d rotate around, everyone (except for Pansy) taking their turn.
It was with broad grins and dirty fingernails that the girls proceeded to Defence Against the Dark Arts, which turned out to be much more disappointing. Professor Quirrell wore a turban that smelt strongly of garlic, and stammered so much that it was difficult to understand a word he was saying. But Victoria doubted the class would have been much better, even without the stammer—they didn’t take their wands out once, instead spending the entire class talking about the different kinds of dangers they might encounter, from poisons and curses to dark wizards and creatures. She already knew all of that from their textbook. It didn’t help that Professor Quirrell’s advice was always the same: run away.
“Well that was rubbish,” Tracey said as they left. Victoria remembered she had been looking forward to Defence most of all.
The girls all grumbled in agreement.
“Maybe we’ll get to use magic next time,” Daphne suggested.
It soon became clear, however, that using magic was not among their teachers’ priorities. Victoria already knew from her reading that there was much more to magic than waving a wand around and saying a few words, but she quickly became frustrated that their teachers were just repeating the information from their textbooks.
“To cast magic, you must first understand what it is you are doing,” explained Professor Flitwick in Charms after lunch. He was a small, elderly man, not more than four feet tall, and of a cheerful disposition. “You can pronounce an incantation beautifully, move your wand with exquisite precision, and yet nothing will happen if your head contains no more understanding of magic than does a Muggle’s!”
Susan raised her hand from her place next to Victoria. “But sir, what about accidental magic?”
“An excellent question!” Professor Flitwick exclaimed. His voice ascended in pitch when he got excited, almost to the point of squeaking. “In truth, all wizards can cast some rudimentary magic without training. Think of it like a conversation with someone who doesn’t speak English. You might be able to get by, a little, with pointing at things. If you have a mind for languages, you may even pick a few words up. But to have a proper conversation, you need to learn their language. So it is with magic.”
They spent the rest of the class taking notes on Aristotle’s elements. At least Professor Flitwick made it fun: between drawing diagrams and having group discussions on the nature of fire, the Professor would conjure blue flames in the air, bending the fire into different shapes, much to the class’s delight.
“Remember, when we talk about fire we do not just mean literal fire,” the Professor explained. “It’s much more than that. According to Heraclitus, who we will meet in chapter two, fire is the power of change! That’s why almost all charms invoke the power of fire.”
There was something that was bothering Victoria, though, and had been since Herbology.
“Professor?” she asked, raising her hand as he walked past. “Where does quicksilver fit into all this? It’s a metal and a liquid, isn’t it? Earth and water?”
Flitwick raised his bushy eyebrows and Susan and Tracey looked up from the mind map they were drawing. “Quite the insight, Miss Potter. You’re right, of course—quicksilver doesn’t fit. It is both volatile and stable. It’s that mystery which alchemy seeks to solve, but I’m afraid that is quite beyond the subject matter of this class.”
“Oh,” Victoria said, looking down. For a moment she had thought she might learn something new. “Does Hogwarts teach alchemy, sir? It sounds interesting.”
There was a contemplative look in Flitwick’s eyes. “It’s not normally offered, no… lack of demand, you see. But you might approach Professor Flamel... I dare say he knows a thing or two about it!” He chuckled at that, though Victoria didn’t get the joke.
“Thank you, Professor.”
Every day, after classes were finished, they had to attend a supervised homework period known as ‘Prep’. Each year group had their own prep hall, and the first years’ took place in the Hall of Remembering. It was much smaller than the Great Hall, since it only had to seat seventy students or so, and was full of huge picture frames containing only blank canvas. Every evening they would sit there and try to complete their homework while daydreaming of dinner, ostensibly in a silence enforced by the prefects, but in reality riddled with whispered conversation.
And so the week went, Victoria quickly falling into a routine. In class, she sat next to Daphne or Tracey, unless the class was with Hufflepuff, in which case she would sit next to Susan. In the evenings she returned to the Slytherin common room, where she liked to curl up with a book, Dumbledore on her lap. Sometimes she’d let the other girls drag her into playing Gobstones, or Exploding Snap, or with Madam Derwent’s Fantastic Face Paint (if you did it well enough, your head actually turned into the animal’s), but most of the time she was content to sit quietly and read, letting the sounds of the girls’ conversation wash over her.
She quickly learnt, however, not to wear her old clothes in the common room.
“Is that a Muggle dress?” Daphne had asked, the first evening after dinner.
“I think it is,” Pansy said, looking at Victoria closely. “You can tell it hasn’t got any charms on it—look at the way the skirt falls.”
Victoria blushed heavily. She hadn’t realised her Muggle clothes would be so obvious, figuring that a Muggle dress might be able to pass for a dress robe. Apparently not.
“Is it not okay?” she asked. “I’ve only got a few casual robes.”
“But then... what will you wear?” Pansy said. “You can’t just have the same outfit every night. No, this simply won’t do.”
Daphne immediately ran off to the dorm, returning a few minutes later with an armful of glossy magazines.
“Here,” she said, passing them to Victoria. “Owl order catalogues. You can pick out something proper to wear, then order it with one of the school’s owls.”
And that was how Victoria spent her first few evenings at Hogwarts pouring over catalogues with Daphne and Pansy, the pair of them giving her a crash course in robes. It was apparently a significant faux pas to wear Muggle clothing within the wizarding world—so much so that she would need to buy an entirely new wardrobe.
In fact, she quickly learnt from her fellow Slytherins that there was a lot more to magical society than simply being able to use magic. It was a world with its own history and customs, entirely separate from the Muggle world, and wizards set great store in that history. Anything Muggle was looked upon with great suspicion, and it was not unusual for Victoria to hear her classmates bragging over how many generations of wizards their family went back.
Although most wizards could call themselves pure-blooded, it seemed like there was a special status associated with a particularly long family history, with certain students like Daphne and Draco coming from the ‘old families’. To Victoria’s surprise, Pansy’s family was not part of this group, and neither were the Potters.
If you weren’t a pure-blood, then you were a half-blood, meaning that you descended from a mixture of wizard and Muggle blood. This was what Tracey was, and Victoria too, both of them having a Muggleborn parent. Fortunately, however, no one seemed to treat her any differently because of her status as a half-blood, except to whisper of what a scandal it had been when her pure-blood father had married a Muggleborn witch.
Victoria was just glad she had Daphne and Pansy to teach her all these things. She would have hated to discover that people had been laughing at her just because she was wearing the wrong clothes or saying the wrong things. The wizarding world was a fresh start for her; the last thing she wanted was to end up mocked and excluded as she had been in the Muggle world.
Fortunately, there was plenty of time in the evenings to have these discussions and pick out her new wardrobe, because on Tuesdays they had to stay up all the way to midnight for astronomy with Professor Sinistra, a woman who always had a pair of binoculars hanging from her neck. Her class took place at the top of Hogwarts’ tallest tower, where the students poked their telescopes between the crenelations to chart the heavens with sleepy eyes.
“Quickly now, track your telescopes on Mars,” Professor Sinistra said, pointing with her wand at a mass of stars. “The Ministry was only able to arrange thirty minutes of clear skies tonight, so we have to push on.”
“I can’t find it!” Tracey said, swinging her telescope wildly from side to side.
Professor Sinistra walked over and jabbed her finger at the same patch of sky. “There, girl, can’t you see? It’s bright red!”
Tracey looked in the direction of the Professor’s finger and frowned. “They all look the same to me, Miss.”
Professor Sinistra sighed and took hold of Tracey’s telescope, deftly positioning it so it was pointing in the right direction.
“There. Now, has everyone else found Mars? Good. Next, we’ll find the North Star…”
It was on Wednesday that they finally had Transfiguration, Victoria’s most anticipated class. Her faith was immediately rewarded, because Professor McGonagall was the first teacher who actually let them use their wands.
“Transfiguration is some of the most complex and dangerous magic you will practice while at Hogwarts,” the Professor began, before turning her desk into a pig with a single jab of her wand. The class sat up eagerly and Victoria exchanged an excited look with Daphne. Now that was magic. McGonagall smiled at them before tapping the confused pig on its head, turning it back. It happened so quickly that Victoria only just glimpsed the way the pig seemed to flow into the shape of a desk.
“With one mistake you could seriously injure yourself or your classmates. Always remember, transfiguration is not an enchantment. It does not wear off, and the reversal of a transfiguration is an advanced skill which few master. As such, if I see any tomfoolery in my class, the perpetrator will be punished most severely.”
What followed was a long hour of taking notes as Professor McGonagall lectured them on the basics of transfiguration, a piece of No-Squeak Chalk writing definitions and drawing diagrams on the blackboard under the direction of her wand. They learnt of the two substances, physical and aethereal, discovered that transfiguration could only change physical substance, and deduced that for every object there existed an ideal form. To illustrate this final point, McGonagall had them all trying to draw a perfect circle.
“Notice how all these circles have imperfections, and yet we can still recognise them as circles,” Professor McGonagall explained. “This is because objects in the world are but imitations of their true forms. We perceive that these imperfect circles share features with the perfect circle, even though none of us have ever seen it. The perfect circle is a form which exists only as an ideal. It is these true forms which the magic of transfiguration calls upon. When you perform transfiguration, you are pushing an object towards one of those forms recognised by magic.”
Eventually, McGonagall told them to put their quills down, only having scratched the surface of transfiguration theory, but nonetheless ready to try their first spell.
“I don’t expect perfection,” she said as she distributed a matchstick to each student. “Do not expect to wave your wand once and be finished. For most wizards, transfiguration is something that must be done in stages, first focusing on one feature, and then another. But I hope that you will, at least, get a first sense for the magic.”
Their task was to transfigure a matchstick into a steel needle, first by changing its shape, then by altering its substance. Victoria was aware that the latter wasn’t even introduced until the middle of their textbook, but McGonagall seemed to want to get them using their wands from the start.
McGonagall described the bare minimum of the casting procedure, leaving some notes on the blackboard for reference, and then they were off, waving wands and chanting incantations. For a moment Victoria just enjoyed watching the others. Everyone had their own approach to spellcasting. Hermione Granger, rather than pick up her wand, had apparently decided to re-read half of the textbook. Pansy was poking her matchstick gingerly, as if it might explode. And on the other side of the room, Ron Weasley was practically shouting the spell, mangling the words in the process.
She didn’t quite understand why they were having so much trouble. Everything McGonagall had explained had been obvious, hadn’t it? She lifted her wand and lightly tapped her matchstick. “Mutatio Lignum!”
The matchstick shimmered and flowed, as if it were made of a viscous liquid, shifting to become pointy at the end. Victoria smiled: her first ever piece of wandwork! Shaping seemed easy enough, but she knew that transubstantiation was supposed to be more difficult. She raised her wand again.

  “Lignum Verto!” 

The wood darkened before her eyes, becoming a dirty, brownish grey. She frowned. It was supposed to have become steel, but she could still see the grain of the wood in the metal. Why hadn’t it worked?
“A commendable attempt, Miss Potter,” McGonagall said, suddenly looming over her shoulder. “Five points to Slytherin. Next time, try it with a firmer grip. You’ll learn that living materials such as wood don’t like to be turned into dead metal. It will resist the change, so you must overcome it with a strong will.”
As the lesson drew to a close, Victoria was the only one who had managed a complete transfiguration. Hermione Granger also came very close, making her matchstick grey and pointy and sending Victoria a smug look. Nonetheless, Victoria left the class feeling like she could float away with happiness.
The feeling didn’t last. If Transfiguration was her favourite class, Potions had to be the worst.
She had actually been rather looking forward to Potions, which was their only class in wandless magic. There was just something about it that felt so arcane, like the magic you read about in stories. Not only that, it was also taught by their Head of House Professor Snape, who was famous for favouring Slytherin over the other Houses.
That may well have been true, but their first class made one thing clear: Professor Snape did not like Victoria.
The class took place in a cold, stone laboratory with narrow, grimy windows and shelves lined with jars of strange and gruesome ingredients. Professor Snape wasn’t there when they arrived, so they took their places at the tall benches, unpacked their table-top cauldrons, and waited.
The door slammed, the sound of heavy footsteps echoed from the rear of the classroom, and then Professor Snape swept into view, his robes billowing impressively behind him as he made his way to the front of the class. For a moment there was complete silence as he looked them over with a piercing gaze.
“What,” he began, his voice low and clipped, soft yet easily heard, “is a potion?”
Hermione Granger’s hand shot into the air, but Snape didn’t call on her immediately. “You,” he said, pointing a long finger at Neville Longbottom, the pudgy Gryffindor boy with blond hair whom Victoria had briefly encountered on the train. “What is a potion?”
Neville’s face went bright red. “It’s, um… it’s something you, ah, drink?”
“How astute,” Snape drawled, and Neville wilted. “Let me be clear: I am not here to hold your hand. I will not waste time summarising your textbook. Under my tutelage, those who apply themselves will flourish. Those who do not… well, regretfully you will be here for five years. But I assure you, I will tolerate no fools.”
If it were possible, the class was even quieter than when Snape first entered. All the Gryffindors were now taking a keen interest in the desks in front of them, clearly terrified of being selected as Snape’s next target.
“We return to the question,” Snape continued. “I doubt many of you even grasp that potions are magic, so accustomed are you to the foolish waving of wands. But make no mistake... whether holding a wand or ingredients, the magic does not come from the instruments in your hands. Always, the magic comes from the wizard. If it were otherwise, there would be no Muggles.”
He paused to look around the class, his lip curling at what he saw. “Of course, most students never properly appreciate the beauty of the softly simmering cauldron, nor the power of its products. It takes a certain subtlety of mind to truly understand Potions, a subtlety which some—” he turned to look at Victoria “—lack.”
She frowned. Had she done something to offend him?
“Potter!” Snape said, making her jump, “tell us, if you can… why is it that potions ingredients must be prepared with great care?”
For a moment her mind went blank, so terrified was she of being the focus of Snape’s attention, but a moment later the answer came to her. “Because a potion isn’t just what’s inside the cauldron, sir. What you’re doing matters too.”
For a moment he stared at her, his dark eyes boring into her own. “A basic answer, but essentially correct… five points to Slytherin.” He turned to face the blackboard, chalk floating up to write under his direction, though he had not removed his wand.

  A POTION IS A RITUAL.
   

“Perhaps Miss Potter can give an example to the class.”
It didn’t seem very fair to ask her two questions in a row. “Um, the Draught of Clear Sight?”
Snape turned back around—there was that piercing look again, like she was the only person in the class. “Elaborate.”
Victoria ran a hand through her hair, glancing at Daphne next to her, who sent her an encouraging smile. “The, er, key ingredient is a blindfold that you have to wear for ages.”
A small, nasty smile crossed Snape’s face. “Congratulations, Potter, you just blinded yourself.” Victoria felt heat in her face, suddenly finding the table as fascinating as did the Gryffindors.
Fortunately, Snape turned his attention back to the class. “Take note! Precision is vital when it comes to potion-making. Descriptions such as ‘ages’ are not good enough. For your information, Potter, the potioneer must walk blindfolded for a year and a day. Even a small variation will cause the magic to fail, with devastating effect.”
Snape’s wand appeared in his hand, and a moment later fires sprung up beneath their cauldrons. “Now, let’s see what you can do.”
They proceeded to brew a potion to cure boils—or at least, they tried to. But despite certain similarities, making a potion was very different to cooking. Though she followed the directions precisely, Victoria found that the potion just didn’t do what it was supposed to, something which Snape delighted in pointing out every time he passed her desk.
“What colour do you call that, Potter?” he asked on the first pass, walking away before she could answer. A few minutes later he called upon her again, took one look in her cauldron and said, “Use your eyes, girl. That is a simmer, not a boil.” When her potion was finally done, she bottled it in a glass vial and delivered it to the rack on his desk for grading. Snape looked at the muddy texture of her potion and smiled. “Far too viscous. Clearly, fame isn’t everything.”
It was all very unfair. It wasn’t like anyone else was doing any better.
By the time the class was over, Victoria felt so frazzled that she struggled to focus in Transfiguration later that afternoon. She loved magic, but it was undeniable that studying it was exhausting. It was with a small measure of relief, then, that the week’s final class arrived: History of Magic, with Professor Flamel.
Victoria and Susan were the first to arrive, managing to secure seats near the back of the classroom in anticipation of a boring class. History of Magic had a fearsome reputation for its soporific effect. Indeed, it seemed that Professor Flamel had already fallen victim to its power, for as Victoria secured her ink pot within the desk’s inkwell, she noticed that he was already there, slumped in an armchair in the corner of the room. He was fast asleep.
She pointed him out to Susan and they giggled quietly, trying not to wake him up, but they need not have worried: even as the others arrived, filling the classroom with the noise of their post-lunch chatter, Professor Flamel did not stir.
At half-past-two exactly, his eyes snapped open.
“Good afternoon,” he said, standing up. His accent was almost perfect, but just the slightest hint of a French lilt remained. He then walked with great deliberation to his desk at the front of the class, where he picked up a book and began to read.
Victoria shared a look with Susan—as the minutes stretched on, the Professor showed no sign of intending to continue, even turning the page of his book several times. The class grew restless. Just as Ernie Macmillan raised his hand, Professor Flamel snapped the book shut.
“My name is Professor Flamel,” he said, looking over the class with kind eyes. He paused, staring out of the window, and idly tweaked his absurdly large moustache. “It shall be my pleasure, this year, to introduce you to the history of our world… and therein lies our first, and most profound, question. When I say ‘our world’, what do I mean?”
Pansy raised her hand. Professor Flamel seemed not to notice.
“You might think that I mean the history of wizards,” he continued, still looking out of the window, “but we must remember that the International Statute of Wizarding Secrecy only recently came into law. For most of history, the story of wizards is intermingled with that of Muggles, and vice versa.”
“Recently, sir?” said Draco, blurting it out without raising his hand. “Didn’t the Statute pass in 1692?”
Professor Flamel blinked owlishly at Draco. “Yes.” He picked up a piece of chalk and began writing on the board by hand. “This, then, shall be our first topic. We begin not, as you might think, at the start, but rather with the most dramatic. The separation of worlds.”
The title on the board read: REASONS FOR SECRECY. The class hurried to copy it down, quills scratching on parchment.
“Please form yourselves into groups of four and, together, try to think of reasons why wizards would hide themselves from Muggles.”
And with that the Professor put his chalk down, returned to his armchair, closed his eyes, and, so far as the class could tell, instantly fell asleep. For a moment the class just looked on in stunned silence, before rushing to form groups with their best friends. Victoria went with Susan, and they were joined by Tracey and Hannah Abbott, a blonde girl who was one of Susan’s fellow Hufflepuffs. Soon the class was full of the sounds of lively conversation. Surprisingly, most of it was actually about the Statute of Secrecy.
“I reckon it’s just easier for everyone, you know?” suggested Susan. “If Muggles knew about us, they’d constantly be pestering us for help with stuff, wouldn’t they?”
Tracey nodded. “Oh, for sure. My dad’s Muggleborn, so I’ve been to the Muggle world a few times, and everything there’s just so… dirty. You know they have this stuff called plastic, like bendy glass, and they just leave it everywhere? I don’t fancy spending all my time cleaning up after that, thank-you-very-much.”
“What about witch burnings?” Victoria added, scribbling down their ideas on her parchment. “Didn’t a load of Muggleborn children die?”
Ten minutes later they had an impressive list of reasons. They probably could have kept going, if Professor Flamel had not woken up.
“I think that should be enough,” he said, his voice cutting through the noise even though he was speaking softly. Susan, Tracey and Hannah returned to their own desks. “Now, tell me some of your ideas.”
They called out suggestions, each one being added to the board:
“Too many wars!”
“Disease!”
“Dragon hunting!”
“Stupid Kings!”
Professor Flamel smiled at the last one. “Always a roll of the dice, monarchy,” he remarked, “some are quite insane, but others… well, you may not know this, but for some time I served as court wizard to Queen Elizabeth, and a finer woman I have never met.” He paused. “Aside from my wife, of course.”
Tracey raised her hand. “Queen Elizabeth, sir? Isn’t that against the Statute of Secrecy?”
“Oh, not Elizabeth the second,” he said. “You’re quite right, these days it wouldn’t be allowed. I was court wizard to Elizabeth the first.”
Victoria shared an incredulous look with Susan. Back at Little Winging Primary they had memorised all the Kings and Queens of England… Elizabeth the first had lived hundreds and hundreds of years ago, far longer than even wizards lived. The class fell silent as it absorbed the knowledge that their Professor was at least four hundred years old. He didn’t even look as old as Professor McGonagall.
“Now,” continued Flamel, apparently oblivious to their shock, “let’s see if your ideas were right, shall we? Please turn to chapter five and read the first three pages.”
He then returned once more to his armchair and fell asleep.
The class continued in much the same vein, with the Professor speaking for a short time before setting them tasks, during which he would sleep. Soon enough the clang of the North Tower bell rang and they all rushed out, eager for the weekend—all of them except Victoria, who lingered behind.
“Professor?” she asked, just as he sat down in his armchair. He started, as if he hadn’t noticed she was still there.
“Miss Potter, isn’t it?”
“Yes, sir.” She fidgeted under his gaze, which, for all his sleepiness and slow movements, was clear and penetrating. “I was wondering… that is, Professor Flitwick said…  well, do you think you might teach me Alchemy?”
He sighed and leaned back into the chair, cradling his fingers. “Tell me, Miss Potter, what are the Three Primes?”
She ran a hand through her hair. “Um…”
Flamel made a humming noise, as if she had confirmed his suspicion. “Another, perhaps. What is the alchemical significance of the number seven?”
Victoria remained silent.
“Did you know that you are the sixth person this week to ask this of me?” Flamel said. “And you are the sixth who could not answer my questions. I think not, Miss Potter. I reserve tutoring for those who show promise, like young Mr Dumbledore. If you wish to learn the basics, I recommend the library. Have a good weekend, now.”
Victoria fled the classroom, cursing her own stupidity. Of course he wouldn’t just teach any old person who asked. But she would show him. She’d go to the library like he said, and when she returned, he’d have no choice but to teach her alchemy.






      

  











Snape's Challenge








  As September drew to a close, the long summer finally gave way to the rainy days of autumn. The northerly Scottish sun was setting earlier and earlier each day, and the canopy of the Forbidden Forest was turning into a sea of brown, red, and gold.
The gloomy weather seemed to affect the castle’s mood. Victoria was beginning to feel the twinge of impatience with their classes, which remained wholly academic, and her peers had reached that point weeks ago. Even Transfiguration was heavily focused on theory, the wandwork in their first class apparently no more than a teaser for what would come later.
That was not to say that Victoria was growing tired of magic. Indeed, it was not at all unusual to find her in the library during her lunch break, picking out a new book to take back to the dorms.
The library was far and away her favourite place within Hogwarts. It was a huge, sprawling maze of shelves and cubby-holes, so big that it took up three sides of the central courtyard, and the bookcases themselves were tall enough that you needed ladders to reach the middle of them, never mind the top. But it was more than just the quantity of books that made the library special, for the room itself was beautiful. Tall, stained-glass windows pierced the dusty air with multi-coloured shafts of natural light, and in the evenings it was dark and eerie, each visitor carrying their own lamp. Sometimes Victoria imagined what they must have looked like from above, little pinpricks of light weaving their way between the shelves.
There were secrets there too. Some shelves were mysteriously inaccessible, isolated on viewing platforms high above, like theatre boxes. There was a rune-engraved door made of rusting iron near where Madam Pince, the grumpy librarian, had her desk, and Victoria had never seen it opened. And then there was the Restricted Section: a large expanse of the library roped off from fifth years and below, filled with texts deemed too dangerous, or mature, for their young eyes.
Victoria looked longingly beyond the rope into the Restricted Section, the forbidden knowledge calling to her. She had been unable to find any alchemy books in the main library, and Madam Pince had confirmed to her that all of Hogwarts’ works on alchemy were kept in the Restricted Section, safely out of the reach of students too young to understand them. Unfortunately, more than just rope protected the Restricted Section: a glowing age line crossed the floor, preventing those below sixth year from passing unless they had a signed note from a teacher.
She sighed, telling herself that staring at the Restricted Section would not do her any good. So she crossed into the library proper and began wandering the shelves idly, eyes roving across the titles, not looking for anything in particular. She had forty minutes of break remaining, more than enough to find herself a good book.
Stupefaction: An Introduction to the Stunning Charm looked interesting, but after flicking through the contents, Victoria knew it was far too advanced. Unnatural Philosophy by Adalbert Waffling had clearly been left in the wrong section, and sounded awfully dry besides. Simply Smashing Spells was devoted to blasting charms, but joined the list of books to read in a few years’ time.
She wandered away from the Charms Section and made her way towards her favourite part of the library, a set of shelves labelled only ‘MISCELLANEOUS’. You never knew what interesting books you might find there, waiting to be sorted, or too exotic to fit into the filing system. She was just settling down in an armchair to look through Iron Will, a book about transfiguration of metals, when Susan found her.
“There you are!” she said, her voice far too loud for the quiet library. Victoria jumped and almost dropped the book. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you!”
“And you came to the library last?” Victoria asked wryly, keeping her voice to a whisper. “I’m here basically every lunch.”
Susan rolled her eyes. “Well, come on! We’re playing Muggle Hunt!”
Victoria looked at Iron Will longingly. She’d never played Muggle Hunt before, but transfiguration was so interesting…
“Oh no you don’t,” Susan said, grabbing Victoria by the wrist. She began pulling her towards the exit, ignoring Victoria’s hissed objections. “You can read it later, whatever it is. Probably some boring essay written by a boring old man.”
“No it’s not!” Victoria protested, before looking down at the cover. “It’s written by a woman.”
Susan laughed, attracting a dozen glares from working students, and then they were out of the library and into the courtyard, where it seemed that half of the first years had gathered. Pansy was at the centre of the crowd, standing on the edge of the fountain so that she rose above everyone else.
“... Parvati, Zach, you’re wizards too,” she was saying, “the rest of you are Muggles.”
A loud groan went up from those apparently selected as Muggles.
“We’re Muggles too, I guess,” Susan said, looking disappointed. “If only I could have found you earlier…”
Victoria shrugged. “So how do you play?” She hoped it didn’t involve too much running around—she was still holding Iron Will, and while it was not a large book, she dreaded Madam Pince’s reaction if she damaged it.
“Oh, it’s easy. The wizards hunt the Muggles, who have a minute to run off and hide. If they catch you, you’re out. But if you manage to get back to the fountain without being caught, then you’re safe.”
“That sounds like an awful lot of running,” Victoria said. She was not a fan of running, especially not when she was wearing her school robes. She’d get all sweaty and her hair would probably get messed up. “Maybe I could just go back to the libr—”
“GO!” Pansy shouted, and suddenly everyone scattered, only the ‘wizards’ remaining by the fountain, their hands covering their eyes, counting the seconds loudly.
“Come on!” Susan called, grabbing her hand, and suddenly they were running too, their robes billowing around them, following a group of Gryffindors into the castle. They ran and they ran, past the Charms corridor, up the Wailing Stairs, through the second floor armoury… and almost into Percy Weasley, a red-haired prefect.
“No running in the corridors!” he called, but they were already past him, entering the central stairwell. It was a tall, open column that went through the centre of the keep, criss-crossed with staircases and lined with portraits.
A boy’s voice echoed from behind them, back towards the armoury: “I think they’re this way!” The voice belonged to Blaise Zabini—a wizard.
“Quick!” shouted Lavender Brown, one of the Gryffindors ahead of them, and she jumped off the side of the stairs, plummeting two storeys down with a scream. She bounced as she hit the bottom, the stone floor having turned soft like a trampoline, and then the others were jumping after her. Ron Weasley floated down, his robes acting like a parachute, and Dean Thomas—his yell becoming increasingly high-pitched—smacked into the ground at full speed, only to get up a moment later, apparently completely unharmed.
Percy’s voice rang out once more, echoing from back the way they had come. “No running in the corridors!”
Victoria shared a look with Susan. Blaise was getting closer.
“Jump!” Susan cried. Victoria seemed to have lost control of her legs, or else her mind, because she actually did as Susan suggested, and then she was falling, the floor getting closer and closer—
Suddenly she sprouted wings, like those of a butterfly only much larger, and they fluttered so quickly that they buzzed, allowing her to float the last few metres of her fall and land gracefully. Susan followed a moment later, her long braid whirling above her head like a ginger helicopter.
Victoria looked up. They had fallen from a dizzying height.
“Well, I never!” shouted Professor McGonagall. She had seen them all the way from the Entrance Hall, and was now striding up the main stairs towards them. “In all my years, never have I witnessed such foolishness… accidental magic, at your age…”
Victoria’s heart thumped in her chest, the possibility of getting detention suddenly much scarier than losing Muggle Hunt. But there was still a chance... was McGonagall really close enough to see their faces?
“Run?” she suggested.
“Run!” Susan agreed, and they scattered again, this time separating from the Gryffindors, who headed towards the east wing. Victoria and Susan ran west, through the Transfiguration corridor, and were dismayed to hear footsteps following behind.
They passed a classroom.
“In here!” Victoria cried, and they burst through the door into the empty room. For a moment they stood in a silence broken only by their heavy breathing, leaning against the closed door.
“Whose class is this?” Susan whispered, much quieter than she had been in the library.
Victoria looked around. It was much more colourful than McGonagall’s classroom, with posters depicting wand positions and stances. “Madam Winters’, I think. Come on, let’s hide in the cupboard.”
They made their way into a walk-in cupboard full of quills, parchment and ink, holding the door just ajar so that they could peek out. They entered not a moment too soon, because a few seconds later the footsteps paused outside the classroom door.
“In here, you reckon?”
It was Blaise. At least it wasn’t McGonagall.
“Might as well check.”
That was Parvati.
Blaise and Parvati opened the door slowly, no doubt scared of walking in on a teacher. And then Victoria had a terrible, wonderful idea.
“It’s empty,” said Parvati, before checking underneath Madam Winters’ desk. “I could have sworn I saw them run this way…”
“Hang on,” Blaise said, “what about that cupboard?
It was now or never. Victoria screwed up her eyes, pushed, and walked out of the cupboard with her head held high.
“Oh!” Blaise said, his eyes wide, “Professor McGonagall!”
A gasp came from the cupboard behind Victoria.
“Mr Zabini, Miss Patil,” she said in her best Scottish accent, which was quite awful, but apparently Blaise and Parvati were too shocked to notice it—nor the fact that she was much shorter than the real McGonagall, and wearing student robes besides.
“Sorry, Professor,” Parvati said, and she glanced in the direction of the Entrance Hall. She looked very confused. “Weren’t you just…”
Victoria fought the urge to giggle, a sound so unlike McGonagall that it would surely reveal her as a fraud. “Off you go, children.”
They practically fled out the door, which they slammed shut behind them. Relief flooding her, Victoria shook her head, her face and hair returning to her own. She was getting better at that—turning into McGonagall was more than she could have done before Hogwarts, even if it was still far from a complete transformation.
“Oh my god,” Susan said, emerging from the cupboard. She was staring at Victoria with something like awe. “You’re a metamorphmagus!”
“A what?”
“You can transfigure yourself however you want!” Susan explained. “It’s meant to be really rare. I’ve never met one before, but my Auntie says the Auror Guild just recruited one… I can’t remember if I said before, she’s the Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement.”
“I think you may have mentioned it, once or twice,” Victoria said with a smirk. “Or three times. Or maybe four. Or—”
“—okay, okay,” Susan interrupted, holding up her hands, “you know, Aunt Amelia says sarcasm is the lowest form of wit.”
“Your aunt?” said Victoria. “Isn’t she the Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement?”
Susan scowled. “Oh, shut up.”
She wasn’t really annoyed, judging by the ghost of a smile she was clearly trying to suppress, but Victoria thought it best not to push her any further. “Anyway,” she said, returning to the topic of her powers, “I can’t really change whatever I want... just my face, hair and skin, really.”
Susan’s eyes lit up with excitement. “That’s so cool though! No wonder you’re so pretty…” Victoria wasn’t sure if she should be flattered by the compliment, or offended by the accusation that she had cheated her way into good looks. “Can you show me more? I promise I won’t tell anyone.”
Victoria had never shared such a big secret with someone, but quickly found that it was liberating to show off her powers. For her part, Susan made appropriate noises of amazement as Victoria turned her hair multi-coloured, imitated Snape’s large nose, and copied Professor Flitwick’s bushy eyebrows. Each of Susan’s excited gasps urged her on, and soon she even tried her finger-lengthening trick, her bones making cracking and popping sounds as they reshaped themselves beneath her skin.
“That’s so gross,” Susan said, but her face showed fascination, not disgust. “How do you do it?”
“It’s not like the magic we’re learning in class,” Victoria explained. “I don’t know any theory or anything like that… I just think about what I want, and if I want it hard enough, it happens. But I’ve been getting better recently… maybe it’s not so different, after all? I wonder if the stuff we’re learning in Transfiguration is helping me along.”
Susan shrugged. “Or maybe it’s just ‘cause you’re getting older. Human Transfiguration’s meant to be really advanced; I dunno if anything we’re learning would help you with it.”
The North Tower bell rang, announcing the end of lunch break.
“Oops,” Victoria said. “I guess we lost Muggle Hunt?”
Susan laughed. “Well, we didn’t lose… they didn’t catch us, after all. We just didn’t win either.”
“A draw, then,” Victoria replied. “That’s good. I’m not sure I could stand Pansy if she beat me. She wouldn’t shut up about it for a week.”
“I don’t know how you stand her anyway,” Susan muttered. Victoria pretended she hadn’t heard.
They left the classroom and started walking down to the Entrance Hall. As they walked, Victoria began to worry. Had she told Susan too much? What if she told the other girls?
“Do you really promise?” she said quietly, afraid of being overheard now they were in the corridors. “To keep it a secret?”
She wasn’t sure why she felt it was so important to keep her status as a metamorphmagus a secret, but the thought of Pansy teasing her about it was enough to make her worry. She didn’t want the other girls thinking she was cheating somehow.
Susan smiled. “Hufflepuff’s promise.”
They had Flying that afternoon, which took place on Hogwarts’ front lawn. It was the one class that the entire school participated in at once, with only the sixth and seventh years excused to study for their N.E.W.T. exams. It was also something of a misnomer, as flying was just one of the activities on offer, and the first years had yet to even touch a broom even after a month of classes. While the older students got to soar through the air on brooms, practice their duelling, or go Hippogriff riding, the first years were forced by Madam Hooch to run around the lake, before splitting into groups to learn archery and fencing.
There was another reason Victoria dreaded Flying, worse than having to run around the lake in the rain and wind: the changing rooms. The first class had been quite the shock. She had gone down to the quidditch stadium with the others and entered into the changing rooms only to find them full of boys. Mortified, she had squeaked out an apology and fled back out the door, but Susan had quickly found her and dragged her back in. To Victoria’s immense and ongoing embarrassment, Hogwarts had unisex changing rooms.
The wizard-raised girls hadn’t blinked at the arrangement, and had proceeded to get changed into their flying robes without a care in the world. Meanwhile, Victoria was left hovering nervously, fiddling with her robes without actually taking them off, spending a lot of time lining her flying robes up on the bench in front of her. She wasn’t alone—for the first time, she had reason to sympathise with the rather-annoying Hermione Granger, who was red in the face and rooted to the spot.
Eventually, when Pansy started to comment on how long she was taking, Victoria had been forced to work up her courage and change at record speed, her blush extending all the way to her toes.
It took some getting used to, but Victoria was determined to adapt. Witches, it seemed, were just less shy than Muggles about that sort of thing, and she was a witch. She wasn’t going to hang back like Hermione, waiting for everyone else to leave before she started to change.
The Slytherin girls were already in the changing rooms when she and Susan arrived, apparently having made their way there after Muggle Hunt.
“...this is the day, I know it,” Tracey was saying, “Hooch is going to give us a go on the brooms.”
“Yeah, right,” Daphne replied. She had already changed and was now seeing to her hair, putting it up into a messy bun. “This whole place is a joke, I swear. We go to magic class but don’t cast magic. We go to flying class and don’t fly. I’m surprised they even serve food at dinner…”
Pansy huffed. “I still don’t see why you want to fly. I wish we could do dancing, or hippogriff-riding. So much more practical. When am I ever going to fly, once I’m older? I’ll be able to apparate by then.”
“Only you would consider dancing practical,” Daphne said, causing Victoria and Susan to laugh as they laid out their flying robes, all buckles and bracers and padding. “What about you, Vicky? Think we’ll get to fly today?”
Victoria frowned at her newly-acquired nickname. It reminded her of Silly Vicky, but she knew better than to fight it. The more she protested, the more they’d use it. Those were just the rules of the playground.
“Probably not,” she replied, and Tracey groaned. “Hooch wants to ‘toughen us up’, doesn’t she? I don’t know about you, but I don’t feel very tough.”
Victoria’s prediction turned out to be accurate. When Tracey asked Madam Hooch if they’d be flying that day, her question was met with an explosive “Hah!” of amusement.
“You think you could keep hold of a broom at a hundred miles an hour, girl?” Hooch said, looking down at Tracey, who suddenly looked very small. Madam Hooch was a tall woman, with a wiry strength to her and hair flecked with grey, and Tracey was the smallest of the Slytherin girls. “You think you’d have the stamina to even stay on for five minutes before your thighs cramped up?”
“No ma’am,” Tracey mumbled, speaking to her shoes.
Hooch thumped Tracey on the back in what appeared to be an attempt at affection. “Oh, cheer up! We’ll toughen you up, just you see! You’ve the build for a seeker; I have an eye for these things. A couple of years and who knows, maybe it’ll be you on the Slytherin team.”
Tracey proceeded to spend the afternoon telling everyone that Madam Hooch thought she’d make a good seeker.
“At least one of us is having fun,” Victoria panted as she and Susan passed the halfway point in their run around the lake. They didn’t go the full way around, of course—that would have been miles and miles. They just ran a “small circuit” of around forty minutes.
Susan, who was not quite as fit as Victoria, just made a vague sound of agreement. Her face was already splotchy from the exercise. “At least… now I know… why you always… look so good.”
Several hours later they returned to the changing rooms, wet and sweaty, and changed back into their school robes. The changing rooms did have showers, but no one used them for obvious reasons (though, through a fit of giggles, Daphne passed on some scandalous gossip about the Gryffindor quidditch team) so they all returned to the castle to shower in their dorms before dinner. Thankfully they didn’t have prep on Tuesdays, no doubt in recognition of Madam Hooch’s demanding programme.
Later that evening, fed, washed and thoroughly worn out, the first year Slytherins gathered in front of one of the common room fires, slouched on large cushions and staring into the flames in a daze. Now came the long wait before Astronomy, when all they wanted to do was sleep.
Victoria let the sounds of the older students’ conversation wash over her as she watched Draco and Theodore Nott make a half-hearted attempt at chess, her own book forgotten in her lap. It was then that Professor Snape paid them a visit.
“Hard at work, I see,” he drawled, making the first years jump. None of them had even seen him approach. Victoria noticed a hush had come over the room. Even the older students were intimidated by the Potions Master, and no surprise: he loomed over them in the flickering light of the fire, his long, lank hair casting his face in shadow, his dark eyes piercing as ever. “I’ve a mind to set you additional homework, seeing you so idle, but as it happens I already have a task for you.”
Tracey sighed loudly and Snape’s eyes flicked in her direction. She froze. “Am I interrupting something, Miss Davis?” He didn’t wait for her to reply. “No matter, I shall be brief. Every year I set the first year Slytherins a challenge. The first student to complete this challenge will earn themselves not only honour, but also a prize of great value: a pass, signed by myself, permitting entry into the Restricted Section for one year.”
Victoria sat up, suddenly alert. The Restricted Section! If she could get that pass, all of Hogwarts’ books on alchemy would be open to her. It was the perfect way to prove herself to not only Professor Snape, but also Professor Flamel.
She wasn’t the only one to have taken notice, however. Draco and Theo were looking up at Snape with hunger in their eyes, and Pansy was whispering at Daphne in excitement. The lure of forbidden knowledge was a powerful thing, even to those among them with less academic inclinations.
“Your task is simple,” continued Snape, satisfaction in his face as he saw their interest, “you must enter each house’s common room and retrieve an object I have hidden there. You must do this without being caught. It is not enough to bring me the object, for if anyone notices your trespass, you shall face instant disqualification. Questions?”
Theo raised his hand. “What’s second prize?”
“The prize for second place is failure,” said Snape, his eyes boring into the lanky boy. “I will only say this once... there are no points for effort, no commendations and no grades. Nor are there rules, beyond those which I have already described. You succeed, or you do not. So it is in the world beyond these walls, and so, while you are under my tutelage, this is how you will learn.”
And with that, quite abruptly, he turned and walked off. The game was on.
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  It took several days for Victoria to accept that Snape’s challenge was more difficult than it sounded.
Her first plan was to follow Neville Longbottom from the Great Hall back to the Gryffindor common room. He wasn’t the most observant boy, and even if he did see her, he’d be far too timid to confront her about it. The perfect target.
But as it turned out, she should have been less worried about Neville and far more concerned with the castle itself. Victoria was quickly learning that Hogwarts guarded its secrets jealously, with her every attempt to follow Neville ending in failure. It was always the same: she’d be sneaking along behind him, the blond boy quite oblivious to her presence, and then the corridors would change, leaving her lost in a remote part of the castle and Neville nowhere to be found.
So much for that plan.
True to form, her second plan was to barricade herself inside the library and read every book about Hogwarts that she could find. Hogwarts: A History was a dry, ponderous tome, considered by many to be the authority on Hogwarts, and yet it held no clue as to the location of the common rooms. The Tale of Rowena Ravenclaw and Eric Bloodaxe was a rather livelier affair, and Victoria found herself quite engrossed, but by the time the book ended with expulsion of the Vikings from England, she was still none the wiser about where Ravenclaw’s common room might be.
It was perhaps inevitable, given her lack of progress, that Victoria would begin to lose interest in Snape’s challenge as the weeks slipped by. She fell back into her comfortable routine of studying magic and hanging out with Susan and the other Slytherin girls. It wasn’t until Halloween that Victoria’s mind turned once more to finding the common rooms.
The Dursleys had never really celebrated Halloween, which was not a major occasion in the Muggle world and was even less so at Hidebound House. Each year, Vernon would stick a notice at the end of their drive—NO TRICK OR TREATERS—and that would be that.
At Hogwarts, however, Halloween held special prominence in the calendar, with a grand feast planned for the evening. The smells of baking filled the castle from the moment Victoria woke up, with pumpkin, sage, apple and cinnamon following her around throughout the day. The castle had been decorated too, not with the tacky, plastic imitations that Muggles used, but with a rather more macabre touch. Real bats hung from the ceiling in dark corners, real skeletons could be found chattering in alcoves, and the sounds of moaning and groaning echoed from the direction of the dungeons.
Most exciting of all was that their teachers were finally letting them use their wands. In Charms, Professor Flitwick split them into pairs to practice the Levitation Charm, the theory of which they had been studying for the past two weeks.
“Wingardium Leviosa!” Susan said, moving her wand with a swish and a flick, just like Professor Flitwick had shown them. The feather resting on her desk wobbled, but did not float up into the air like it was supposed to.
Victoria clapped, the sound joining the hubbub of excited students calling incantations. “Oh, it moved! Just a few more tries and you’ll have it for sure.”
“You said that last time,” Susan grumbled, before looking pointedly at Victoria’s untouched feather. “Besides, it’s your turn.”
Victoria pulled out her wand and made sure her grip was light. “Wingardium Leviosa,” she said, swishing and flicking, and before she was even finished with the incantation the feather began to move, floating upwards gently as if it had been caught in a draught.
Susan snorted. “Figures,” she said, “was that really your first go? I don’t understand what you’re doing that I’m not…”
Victoria shrugged, deciding not to mention that she’d been making things float for years, and Susan turned back to her own feather. As she practised, Victoria gazed up towards the ceiling. The spell was fun, no doubt about that, but it didn’t seem as good as it could be. Why limit yourself to just floating something upwards? Wouldn’t it be better to send it any place you liked?
Curious, she pointed her wand at the feather and yanked sideways, almost like a fishing rod. The feather jerked in place slightly, but otherwise remained unmoved. She was sure she was missing something about the spell. It couldn’t just be this, could it?
“Something troubling you, Miss Potter?”
It was Professor Flitwick. She had been so focused on her spellwork that she hadn’t noticed him approaching her desk, and he was now admiring her levitating feather. “I dare say it looks like you’ve got the spell down!”
“But why won’t it go sideways?” she asked. “Look.” She performed the wand motion again, demonstrating the feather’s distinct lack of movement.
“A fine demonstration of the reeling motion,” Flitwick said. “But no amount of reeling will move that feather, I’m afraid. Can you think why? Consider the definition of levitation.”
Victoria drummed her nails on the desk, thinking back to her reading. “Levitation isn’t the same as flying,” she said, thinking aloud, “it’s a simple concept, but flying is a lot more complicated.”
“Go on,” Flitwick said, nodding along, “what would you need to add, to turn the charm from levitation into true locomotion?”
“Well, a sense of direction for sure,” Victoria replied, “one of the four winds?”
Flitwick smiled. “Well done! Now, you don’t want to upset the rest of the spell too much. Can you remember which of the winds is the friendliest?”
“The west wind,” Victoria said with confidence, before continuing her train of thought. “But it needs more than just direction, doesn’t it? It needs to want to move… some kind of will.”
“Goodness me,” Flitwick said, his bushy eyebrows raised, “you have your mother’s instinct for charms. The concept you’re looking for is ‘impulse’, my dear, but I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of it. We don’t introduce it until next year. Put simply, the charm must invoke an animalistic will to give it impulse, in this case that of an avian form.”
Victoria was stumped. “I have no idea how to do that.”
“Thank god,” Susan interrupted, taking a break from her levitation attempts, “how do you know all this stuff?”
Victoria stuck her tongue out in response. “I read.”
Flitwick sighed. “If only you’d been a Ravenclaw… but no matter. Come to me after class and I’ll give you some extra reading on the topic. In the meantime, let’s see if we can figure out the final component of the Locomotion Charm. Here’s a hint: it’s not required for flight itself, but serves another purpose.”
Victoria was forced to think hard on that one, the moment stretching out as she looked around the room for inspiration. Why would the Locomotion Charm have anything in it that wasn’t a component of flight?
Her eyes landed on Millicent, who was swearing at her feather in an attempt to get it to move.
“Obedience,” she said, the answer coming to her in a flash. “There’s no point giving an object flight if it doesn’t go where you tell it.” Flitwick nodded slowly, clearly expecting her to elaborate further. “So... the shackles? No, that would go against the whole idea of flight… the whip, then.”
“Marvellous! Simply marvellous!” Flitwick exclaimed. “Ten points to Slytherin for outstanding magical deduction! Now, let me find that book...”
Susan watched him potter off towards a bookshelf. “Do you think he’s okay? He looks like he might explode out of excitement.”
“Oh shush,” Victoria said, looking at the retreating Flitwick with fondness. “Now, do you want help with your feather or not?"
It didn’t take long for Susan to get the spell, once she had Victoria helping her properly.
“See? Easy-peasy,” Victoria said, looking at Susan’s newly floating feather. She was one of the few in the class who had managed it. “You were just thinking about air too literally.”
“Good work, Miss Bones!” Flitwick called from across the room. “Five points to Hufflepuff!”
Susan beamed, and something clicked in Victoria’s head. “Susan, you’re a Hufflepuff.”
“Well, duh.”
Victoria rolled her eyes. “You’re a Hufflepuff! That means you can just show me your common room, can’t you?”
“Why on earth are you looking for the Hufflepuff common room?” Susan asked. “This isn’t about Fred and George Weasley, is it? I’ve heard things about those two and their practical jokes.”
“No, not them,” Victoria said. “It’s supposed to be a secret... but I’m sure Pansy and Daphne are working together, and Snape did say that there weren’t any rules, so I guess I can tell you...”
“You have to tell me now,” Susan said. “You can’t mention a secret then not tell me, that’s just cruel.”
So Victoria explained all about Snape’s challenge, as well as her many failed attempts to crack it.
“Well, of course I can show you the common room,” Susan said when she was done, “but the way I see it, that’s not your problem. How am I going to get you in without anyone else seeing? There’s always someone in there.”
At that moment the bell rang and all thoughts of Snape’s challenge left their minds.
“Lunch!” said Victoria.
“Forget lunch,” Susan replied. “Quidditch!”
In addition to the evening feast, Halloween also heralded the opening of the Hogwarts quidditch season. The match was to be quite the event, with parents invited to watch, and the Great Hall had been magically expanded to allow families to share a light lunch at the house tables. Meanwhile the great and the good gathered in the Entrance Hall, surrounded by journalists and photographers.
As she and Susan left the Great Hall, Victoria heard someone calling her name. She turned to see Draco standing by the front gate with a pair of grown-ups, both of them tall and immaculately dressed. She knew who they were without needing to be told—the resemblance with Draco was striking.
The girls parted ways and Victoria approached the Malfoys.
“Ah, the young Miss Potter,” said Mr Malfoy, inclining his head ever so slightly. He had pale blond hair and was extremely handsome, with a strong jaw and straight-edged nose, but his most striking feature was his precise, refined voice.
“Mr Malfoy,” said Victoria, curtsying as Petunia had taught her. “Mrs Malfoy.”
“So polite!” said Mrs Malfoy, offering her a small smile. She was blonde too, but more of a golden blonde than Mr Malfoy’s silvery hair. “Please, call me Narcissa.”
There was no avoiding the fact that Narcissa Malfoy was absolutely stunning. A woman in her prime, she could have walked straight off a catwalk. But there was a certain hardness about her, Victoria thought. Her face had the sharp, delicate lines of a model, not the soft curves of a mother.
“And I, Lucius,” said Mr Malfoy, before hefting his cane to gesture at the clock. “Your appearance is well-timed. We were just about to depart for the stadium.”
“And of course you must accompany us,” said Narcissa, holding out her arm. “Draco’s been telling us all about you in his letters.”
Victoria glanced at Draco, who was blushing deeply and glaring daggers at his mother. What had he been telling them?
“I’d love to,” she said, and she took Narcissa’s arm as they left the castle.
They began the walk down to the quidditch stadium. The late October chill was biting, though the Warming Charm in her cloak meant that she only felt it on her face and hands. More problematic was the fine drizzle hanging in the air, which would rapidly ruin her hair. Victoria pulled out her wand. “Can I offer anyone an Umbrella Charm?” she asked, eager to show off one of the spells she had taught herself.
“No, thank you,” said Narcissa, lifting her wrist for Victoria to see. She was wearing a silver charm bracelet—no doubt one of the many charms repelled the rain.
“But I’m sure Draco would be most grateful,” said Lucius.
Victoria flicked her wand and a translucent umbrella emerged from the tip, her wand acting as the handle. She held it up and Draco stepped closer to come under its protection.
“A fine charm,” said Lucius, who had watched her casting closely.
Narcissa raised her eyebrow. “Perhaps your criticisms of Dumbledore are ill-conceived, husband,” she said, her voice teasing. “Hogwarts’ tuition has evidently improved since our time.”
Victoria didn’t know what to say to that. Who would criticise Dumbledore? Wasn’t he supposed to be the greatest wizard of the age?
Lucius sent his wife an amused look. “Perhaps,” he allowed, “or perhaps young Victoria here takes after her father, who was, after all, a distinguished wizard.”
“Blood will out,” Narcissa agreed.
“You knew my parents?” said Victoria, looking between them in surprise. “Draco never said!”
“We were... acquainted,” said Narcissa, “but not close.”
“Your father was quite the quidditch player, you know,” Lucius added, “A chaser, if I recall correctly.”
“Really?” Victoria said. No one had ever told her that. “I don’t really know what that means, though. This is my first quidditch game, you see.”
That was all it took to prompt Draco into an eager recounting of the rules of quidditch. There were seven players on each team: three chasers, who tried to put the quaffle through a set of hoops to score points; one keeper, who guarded the hoops; two beaters, who used bats to hit a pair of iron bludgers at opposing players; and one seeker, whose sole job was to catch the golden snitch, the capture of which signalled the end of the game.
By the time Draco had finished his explanation, they had reached the stadium, which was located in a depression halfway towards the outer walls. It was a tall, timber structure in the shape of an oval, the lower parts little more than scaffolding. The stands were high above, at flying level, but the crowd could be heard even from the ground. Several thousand witches and wizards were in attendance, with the residents of Hogsmeade, the nearby wizarding village, making up a large part of the spectators.
“So let me get this straight,” Victoria said as they climbed the stairs up to the seats, “when the seeker catches the snitch, that’s it? The game could be over in, like, ten minutes?”
Draco nodded. “That’s right. The game ends right there, and whoever has the most points wins.”
“So the seeker only wants to catch the snitch if his team is ahead, then.”
“Most of the time, yeah,” Draco confirmed, “but sometimes you might be okay with losing, if the point difference is right. A few years back, in the last game of the season, Puddlemere United just needed to avoid losing by more than forty points and they’d win the league. So they caught the snitch and deliberately lost the game, but still won the league.”
Victoria frowned. “That hardly seems sporting.”
“My dear,” Mr Malfoy said, “a win is a win.”
They took their seats amidst the crowd just as the players were emerging from the tunnel onto the pitch. First came the Gryffindors in their robes of red and gold, causing an eruption of cheers and applause across the stadium, while Victoria’s section, full of Slytherins, jeered and booed. The Gryffindors were quickly followed by the Slytherin team, and Victoria was nearly deafened by the sudden noise around her. The Malfoys, ever composed, simply applauded politely.
“WELCOME!” came the booming voice of Lee Jordan, the third year Gryffindor who was to act as commentator. “Welcome one and all to the first quidditch game of the year: Slytherin versus Gryffindor! Let the game begin!”
And then they were off, the players rocketing into the air faster than Victoria would have believed possible. They didn’t waste any time, with both teams immediately racing for the quaffle, swooping and banking like Muggle fighter jets. One of the Gryffindor chasers, Angelina Johnson, got to the ball first, and then she was charging forwards towards the as-yet unguarded Slytherin hoops.
“No!” gasped Victoria. They couldn’t concede in the first ten seconds!
But then the hulking Marcus Flint rammed right into Angelina, snatching the quaffle from her hands and sending her broom into a barely-controlled spin. He passed the ball to another Slytherin, who swerved upwards over a Weasley twin, dodged a bludger, and—

  Ding ding!

“Ten-nil to Slytherin!” cried Lee Jordan, and half of the stadium groaned. Meanwhile the jubilant Slytherins were chanting: “Sly-ther-in! Sly-ther-in!”.
The players didn’t take time to celebrate, for quidditch did not allow breaks in play. Now the Gryffindors were on the offensive, their chasers soaring across the pitch in an arrowhead, bouncing the quaffle back and forth between them whenever a Slytherin got close.
“Hawkshead attacking formation,” Draco explained, “looks like they’ve practised it a lot.”
“HEADS!” someone shouted, and Victoria ducked instinctively. A bludger whipped past overhead, close enough to feel the backdraft—just as she started to sit back up, she was forced to duck again: a Weasley whizzed by, quick on the bludger’s heels and mere inches away from the woodwork of the stands.
Thwack! Wood on metal: Weasley had caught the bludger. The iron ball was sent flying at Marcus Flint, the Slytherin captain and current holder of the quaffle. It caught him right in the nose, almost knocking him out, and he dropped the quaffle in a daze.
“Ouch,” Draco said, wincing.
“Oh, poor Marcus!” said Narcissa, but she was leaning forward with a glint in her eye.
“Do you know,” Lucius said, amusement in his voice, “I don’t believe I’ve ever been to a game where that young man didn’t get hit with a bludger.”
The Gryffindors clearly agreed. They began singing out a well-practised chant, which was quickly taken up by the other Houses:

  He took a bludger to the face, to the face, to the face,


  He took a bludger to the face,


  Dumb old Marcus Flint!

Now it was Katie Bell with the quaffle. She was a petite girl, more seeker material than a chaser, but she was weaving between the Slytherin players this way and that, leading them all on a merry chase. The Gryffindors were calling on her to pass, but Katie had other ideas, heading straight for the Slytherin hoops. She didn’t get far. A Slytherin chaser flew interference, cutting off her path again and again until Marcus Flint came back for an aggressive tackle.
“Foul!” cried half the crowd—Flint’s foot had made contact with Katie’s face.
“Foul!” confirmed Jordan, and Madam Hooch blew her whistle for a penalty shot.
The crowd’s chants were becoming increasingly personal. The Slytherins around Victoria had greeted Katie’s injury with glee, shouting:

  Katie Bell, Katie Bell,


  Her parents are Muggles,


  She might be as well!

Victoria didn’t join in—it was all rather unseemly, as Aunt Petunia would say—but she noticed Lucius’ lips curl into a smile. The Gryffindors gave as good as they got, launching into another rendition of Marcus Flint:

  His mother dropped him as a child, as a child, as a child,


  His mother dropped him as a child,


  Dumb old Marcus Flint!

Angelina Johnson took the penalty and scored, bringing the teams level. Worse, Gryffindor still held possession, since there had been a foul, and Alicia Spinnet was already zooming towards the Slytherin hoops. Marcus Flint was a foot behind her, too close to see Katie Bell coming right towards him, a bludger close on her tail. Alicia swept to one side, Katie to the other. Flint was too slow: the bludger that had been following Katie smashed right into his face. Again.
The Slytherins groaned; the Gryffindors cheered.
Victoria couldn’t help but feel some admiration for Flint as he once again recovered and got back onto his broom, his smashed nose streaming with blood. He was a thug, but if she’d taken a bludger to the head she’d have been out for a week.
The game continued in the same vein: fast paced, violent, and thrilling. Although she was keen to remain very much a spectator to the action, Victoria felt she understood now why Tracey was so eager to start flying—for all its violence, there was a certain glamour to the sport. 
As they passed the thirty-minute mark, play began to turn against Slytherin, with the Gryffindor chasers scoring thirty points in quick succession. Marcus Flint was slowing down, the hits to his head clearly fatiguing him, and Gryffindor was exploiting the gap in their defence.
“And Higgs has seen the snitch!” Lee Jordan called excitedly, and indeed Terence Higgs, the Slytherin seeker, was diving towards a tiny golden ball hovering near the ground. The Gryffindor seeker, the second year Cormac McLaggen, was looking on with a dumbfounded expression from the other side of the stadium.
“But we’re losing!” Victoria cried.
Terence caught the snitch and Gryffindor roared with approval. The Slytherins clapped politely.
“Things were going downhill,” Draco said. “Better to end it there, with a small point difference. We’ll be able to make it up against Hufflepuff for sure.”
“Well, that’s that,” Lucius said, standing to leave. “And you had better hurry to your next class. What do you have this afternoon?”
“Flying, normally,” Victoria replied, “but it’s cancelled today for the quidditch. We’re in the Hall of Remembering instead.”
Luckily they didn’t have to do homework all afternoon. Instead, the first years took part in a series of Halloween-themed activities. McGonagall showed them how to transfigure a face onto a pumpkin, and Professor Flitwick taught them the Candle-Lighting Charm, so they could make the pumpkins glow from within. Victoria took the opportunity to show Susan how to light a candle by clapping, but Susan couldn’t seem to get the hang of it.
They were then introduced to Professor Trelawney, a tall, spindly women with incredibly thick glasses. She taught Divination, a subject reserved for third years and above, like Arithmancy and Ancient Runes. Victoria had heard bad things about Trelawney's classes, but they had plenty of fun that afternoon, apple bobbing and interpreting each other’s dreams.
“Last night I had a dream that Professor Quirrell’s turban unravelled and strangled me,” Victoria said, “what do you think that means?”
“Oh, how horrible!” Susan gasped, “maybe you’re going to fail his Leg-Locking Jinx quiz? But no, that doesn’t sound very likely…”
As much as they enjoyed dream interpretation, there was really only one thing on the students’ minds: the feast. The afternoon seemed to stretch on cruelly, the smells of cooking intensifying and making Victoria wish she had eaten more for lunch. At last, the school mediwitch Madam Pomfrey finished her talk on “young wizards and witches” (Victoria didn’t think she’d be able to look Draco in the eyes for a week) and released them from their suffering.
Everyone dashed for the exit, heading straight for the Great Hall. Susan, however, was taking forever to pack up her things.
“Let’s go!” Victoria said, “I could eat a hippogriff!”
“Wait!” Susan whispered, and when she was done packing up she grabbed Victoria’s arm, pulling her in the opposite direction—away from the Great Hall.
“This isn’t the way to the feast,” Victoria said, “come on, stop fooling around.”
Susan just tugged again on her arm again. “Don’t you see, this is your chance!” she said. “Literally everyone will be at the feast. Hufflepuff will be empty!”
Suddenly the feast didn’t seem so important.
“Yes!” Victoria cried, “you’re a genius!”
They made their way down into the depths of the castle, closer and closer to the smell of cooking. Victoria’s stomach rumbled. “The kitchens must be around here somewhere,” she said as they passed deeper into the cellars. “The smell is amazing.”
“You think this is bad? We wake up to smells like this every day,” Susan said, “but none of us know where the kitchens are, so we have to wait for breakfast like everyone else.”
She led Victoria past a painting of a bowl of fruit towards an alcove stacked with large barrels. “This is it,” she said, pulling out her wand and tapping it several times on one of the barrels. The lid of the barrel swung open. “In we go!”
Susan gripped the top edge of the barrel and swung herself inside, going feet first. She disappeared into the dark passage within.
“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Victoria muttered, before jumping in behind her. It was a slide. Magically smooth, she rapidly slid down through several twists and turns before being ejected into a cosy, low-ceilinged room lit by many hearths. Circular windows sat high up on the walls, and through them you could see Hogwarts’ front lawn, the windows just above grass level. The sun was setting, casting a warm glow into the common room.
“Nice,” Victoria said, “it’s a lot more… homey than Slytherin.”
“Yeah?”
Victoria nodded. “Slytherin’s great and all… very elegant, I guess, but this is just… comfy.”
“You should try the armchairs,” Susan said with a grin. “You sink so far into them that you might never get out.”
But Victoria’s mind was already focusing on their task. “We just have to find whatever Snape’s mystery object is. But he didn’t say what it is, so it could be anything!”
They rummaged through the room, searching every drawer, shelf, nook and cranny, hoping that the object—whatever it was—would be obvious when they saw it. To their dismay, however, nothing jumped out as obviously Slytherin in character.
“Are you sure it’s a specific object?” Susan asked. “Maybe he just meant for you to take any object, to prove you were here.”
“No, it’s definitely something specific, something he put here himself,” Victoria replied. She slumped into an armchair in frustration. “Oh! I see what you mean about these.” The chair really was very comfortable.
A look of dawning realisation crossed Susan’s face. “He put it here himself? But that must mean it’s something that wasn’t here before! When did he tell you about this challenge?”
Victoria saw where she was going. “At the end of September. Why? Did something mysteriously appear around then?”
Susan turned towards a large portrait of an elderly witch wearing a golden broach. She had a kindly face and was watching them with a smile.
“Uh, hello,” Victoria said, still not used to speaking to portraits, “I’m Victoria.”
“Isolt Sayre, pleased to make your acquaintance,” the woman replied. She had an Irish accent.
“Isolt Sayre!” Susan said with a gasp, “the founder of Ilvermorny?”
“The very same,” the portrait replied.
“Not to mention a descendant of Salazar Slytherin!” Susan exclaimed, clearly impressed.
“Well, that certainly sounds promising,” Victoria said. She turned to the portrait. “May we ask you a question?”
“Of course, my dear,” the portrait replied, “and since you’re so polite about it, I shall even allow you three.” She raised three fingers.
Victoria paused. With just three questions, the direct approach was surely best. “Did Professor Snape put you here?”
“He did,” the portrait said, and she dropped a finger.
The second question was obvious. “Do you know what object he left for us?”
Isolt dropped a second finger. “I do.”
Victoria shared an excited look with Susan. But she had just one question left… she had to make it count. If she just asked for the identity of the object, would that be enough? They’d already searched the common room and found nothing—what if the object was difficult to retrieve? They might need the portrait's help with that too.
A suspicion grew in Victoria’s mind. They’d already searched the common room. That wasn’t quite true. They had looked everywhere except for one place… the portrait itself.
The third question dropped into place.
“Isolt, can you please give me the object?”
Isolt laughed and clapped. “Of course I can! Come closer, child. You’ll have to reach in for yourself.” She stepped aside to reveal a hidden shelf, on which were displayed a number of small flowerpots. “Just one of them, mind.”
Victoria approached and pushed her hand into the portrait. It was like the barrier to Platform Nine and Three-Quarters: her arm went straight into the wall, and beyond she could feel the flowerpots. She grasped one and took it out, a pot disappearing from the shelf in the painting at the same time.
“Well done!” Isolt said. “I must say, the other girls didn’t get it nearly so quickly as you did!”
Victoria’s heart sank. “Other girls?”
“Oh, yes,” the portrait said, oblivious to her distress, “the tall, blonde one, ever so pretty, and the black-haired girl with the pug nose. They were here for almost an hour before they figured it out. Bickered like old wives too, I’m surprised they didn’t wake up half the house.”
Pansy and Daphne had beaten her to it, and from the sounds of it, they had dared to defy curfew to do so.
“You’ll just have to beat them to Gryffindor and Ravenclaw,” Susan said, reading Victoria’s expression. “Now come on, we have a feast to get to. I’ll stick the pot in my dorm for now, so you don’t have to carry it around all evening.”
The way out of the Hufflepuff dorm was rather more mundane than the entrance: a spiral staircase which led back up to the alcove, where they crawled out of a different barrel to the entrance.
“It’s not very practical, is it?” Victoria said, brushing her knees, “it’s a good thing they keep these corridors clean!”
“Try doing it with an armful of books!” Susan said with a laugh, “if you’re not careful they fall on your head when you get out the slide.”
As they made their way to the Great Hall, Victoria began to imagine the food that awaited her. “I hope they’re still serving mains,” she said. “I love pudding but I don’t think I can get by on treacle tart alone, you know? I want something with gravy.”
“Speak for yourself!” Susan replied. “Besides, I’m sure there’s loads left. They’ve been cooking all day, from the smell of it, and we can’t have been gone long.”
They had, in fact, been gone rather longer than Susan thought. The sun had set while they were in Hufflepuff, and now the castle’s halls were dark and gloomy, lit only by lamps.
Victoria sniffed. “Speaking of smells, what’s that? It’s almost enough to make me lose my appetite.”
“Maybe a bathroom flooded again,” Susan suggested, “you know how Moaning Myrtle can be.” But as they turned a corner, it became very clear that the smell was not coming from a bathroom. The two girls froze.
A huge troll was lumbering down the corridor towards them, its head brushing the high ceiling, its greenish-brown skin covered in grime and lichen. An equally large club was resting on its shoulder.
Victoria’s mind went blank. She just stood there, her legs suddenly weak, as the troll stopped and looked at them in surprise.
The troll recovered first. With a roar, it raised its club and started moving towards them, far faster than such a large creature should have been able to, the floor shaking with its every step.
“Run!” Susan cried, and they turned and fled back the way they had come.
“To Hufflepuff!” Victoria said, “the barrels! It can’t—”
An enormous crashing sound came from behind them: the troll had rounded the corner without slowing down, taking a chunk of the wall along with it.
“Faster!” Victoria shouted, but Susan was running as fast as she could, and suddenly Madam Hooch’s runs around the lake seemed like wholly inadequate training.
Victoria risked a look behind.
“Duck!” she shouted, pushing Susan to the floor as the troll’s club went flying through the air, crushing a lamp where it landed. The hall darkened.
Victoria tried to stand back up, but she tripped on her robe. A heavy footstep sounded from behind her and she let out a sob.
“Help!” she shouted, “someone, help!”
The troll loomed over the two girls, who were trembling on the floor in terror. There was nowhere left to run.

  “Depulso!”

The troll was launched through the air, bellowing as it flew down the corridor as if pulled by a giant hook; it hit the ceiling before crashing to the floor in a mess of stonework and dust. Victoria looked up to see Professor Snape striding down the corridor towards them, his robes billowing behind him, his wand outstretched. Relief flooded her.
But it wasn’t over yet. The troll was getting up. It roared its defiance and began to stomp back towards them.
Professor Snape’s face was inscrutable.
“It’s getting closer!” Susan said, and the panic returned—what if Snape couldn’t beat it? How strong was a troll, anyway?
“Look away,” Snape commanded. “Now.”
Victoria screwed her eyes shut and sobbed once more, wishing she could just wake up. Thump, thump, thump came the sound of the troll’s advance, and then there was a flash of green light, bright enough that it pierced her eyelids. A crashing sound followed, and then silence.
“You may look,” Snape said.
Victoria opened her eyes and looked down the corridor. The troll was there, slumped in a heap, so close she could have almost reached out and touched it.
“Is it…?”
“Dead?” Snape said curtly, “yes. Now, let’s get you to the hospital wing.”
“I… I don’t think I can stand,” said Susan, staring dumbly at the dead troll. “My legs have gone all wobbly.”
“No matter,” Snape said, and he raised his wand. Victoria opened her mouth to protest, but she was too slow.
There was a flash of red light, and then nothing.
 






      

  











Christmas








  Professor Snape’s defeat of the troll quickly became the stuff of Hogwarts legend, providing the fuel for dinner table discussions for weeks. Where had the troll come from? What spell had Snape used to pierce its thick, magical hide? And how was Victoria Potter involved?
All at once, her classmates seemed to have remembered that Victoria was the Girl Who Lived. Whispers and pointed fingers followed her around the halls, speculating on everything from her powers to her hair.

  “Can’t she beat a troll?”


  “...waterfall braid...”


  “Why wasn’t she at the feast?”


  “...must take ages to do…”


  “... probably just got lucky…”

It was even worse at night, for her dreams had become unsettled, full of dark, twisting corridors and heavy footsteps. More often than not, Professor Quirrell featured too, his turban unravelling to wrap tightly around her. She always woke up at that point, tangled in her sheets and shivering with a cold sweat.
Of course, not everyone was so confused as to Victoria’s absence from the Halloween feast. It did not take long for Pansy and Daphne to figure out just where she had been that night, nor how she had got there.
“I do hope we’re all competing fairly for Snape’s prize,” Pansy said one evening in the common room. They were surrounded by glitter, Sticking Charms and ink pots of every colour imaginable, completing a poster for Professor Flamel on the International Confederation of Wizards. “It’d be such a shame, wouldn’t it, if some of us cheated.”
Victoria chose not to acknowledge the accusation, instead busying herself with drawing a bubble in green ink around her latest addition:

  MUGWUMPS


  The Council of Mugwumps has sixteen members. Of those, eleven come from the nations which host the Great Schools of Modern Magic: Austria, China, France, Great Britain, India, Japan, Norway, North America, Peru, Russia, and Turkey. The remaining five members come from the Ancient Schools of Magic (except China and India, which are already represented): Assyria, Egypt, Greece, Persia, and Uganda.

“Oh, absolutely,” Daphne said, peeling a Sticking Charm before using it to fix a Chocolate Frog card of Pierre Bonaccord, the first Supreme Mugwump, onto the poster. “It wouldn’t be fair if someone, say, asked their friend for help instead of doing it themselves.”
Draco shrugged, completely oblivious to their veiled criticism of Victoria. “Didn’t Snape say something about there not being any rules?”
“Oh, shush,” Pansy said with a scowl, “obviously there are some rules. We’re meant to be doing it on our own, or else what’s the point?”
Victoria kept her gaze downwards, now writing out a list of the Confederation’s Statutes. She didn’t need to defend herself—it wasn’t like they had accused her directly of asking Susan for help. If they had, she might have pointed out that Pansy and Daphne were hardly working alone, but that just seemed likely to cause an argument.
Daphne flicked her hair over her shoulder. “It doesn’t matter; we’re going to win anyway. We’ve got Hufflepuff and Ravenclaw already… just Gryffindor to go.”
Victoria was in a bad mood for the rest of the night. How were Pansy and Daphne still ahead of her? Was there some special magic they were using, something they didn’t learn in class? She was determined to find out.
And so, as Christmas approached and Pansy began to chatter excitedly about the upcoming Malfoy Yule Ball, Victoria could be found shut inside the library, reading everything she could about using magic to uncover secrets. She barely noticed the days growing shorter, her every evening spent reading by firelight. First came Unlocking Charms: From Open Sesame to Alohomora, but that was no help. Next was On Revealing, a tome so complex that Victoria had to keep her copy of Magical Theory next to her while she read it, just to look up the meaning of half the words.
She was no closer to a solution by the time the first snow fell in early December. Professor Dumbledore was met with cheers and applause when he declared, at breakfast, that classes would be cancelled for the day, and Victoria was put out to discover that the library was to be closed as well.
Her disappointment evaporated once she went outside with Susan. It was beautiful: the grounds were covered with a layer of pure white, as far as the eye could see, with the sky a clear blue above them. The snow itself was pristine, just waiting for the crunch of first being stepped on.
Protected by dragon hide gloves and their thick cloaks, she and Susan laughed as they ran around, making snow angels and throwing snowballs at each other. It wasn’t long before a school-wide snowball fight developed. The Slytherin girls quickly found each other, with Daphne, Millicent and Tracey enthusiastically launching as much snow as possible at the Gryffindors. Meanwhile, Pansy was standing nervously to one side, frantically brushing snowflakes off her pristine robes whenever a snowball came near her.
“I’m not playing!” she was shouting to anyone who would listen.
Daphne and Victoria shared a look.
“Now!” Daphne called, and the two girls tackled Pansy to the ground while Susan, Tracey and Millicent stuffed snow down the back of her cloak.
“No fair!” Pansy squealed, her voice full of laughter, “I’m not playing!”
The battle between the houses escalated. Just as matters were reaching their climax, with the seventh year Slytherins under siege behind walls of transfigured snow, Professor Dumbledore stepped out of the castle wearing a pair of pink earmuffs. He was accompanied by Professors McGonagall and Flitwick.
Victoria looked at them curiously, noting that they were all holding their wands. “What do you think they’re doing?” she asked, pointing them out to Susan.
Susan squinted, her face rosy from the cold. “Maybe they’re joining in?”
They weren’t. As one, the three teachers raised their wands, pointing them in the direction of the lake. “Glacio!” they cried, their voices carrying powerfully on the wind, and to Victoria’s amazement the lake began to freeze over before their very eyes. It spread quickly, the water creaking and groaning as icy geometry spun itself out like a spider’s web, and soon the entire surface of the lake was frozen solid.
It was Victoria’s first experience of ice-skating. Professor McGonagall transfigured their boots into skates, Professor Flitwick gave them a quick class in how to stop, and then they were off, haltingly at first, but soon growing in confidence as they sped around the lake.
“Vicky! Susan! Come on, we’re having a race!”
That was Pansy, who had taken it upon herself to organise a race across one of the lake’s many inlets. All the first years were gathering, and even some second years too.
“Last one across is a damp squib!”
Chaos ensued as over seventy children tried to skate across the same space at the same time. More than one collision took place, yet out of the scrum a clear victor emerged: Cho Chang, a pretty second year Ravenclaw who seemed to take to skating as easily as she did quidditch.
The teachers forbade any further races after that, and the rest of the morning was spent at a more sedate pace. The whole school had come out to enjoy the ice. There was Hermione Granger, surprisingly graceful, trying to show Ron Weasley how to do it properly; and there too was Hagrid the enormous gamekeeper, leaving great gouges in the ice behind him as he gingerly stepped out onto the lake. Even Professor Trelawney had descended from her tower, though she hesitated at the shore.
The moment Victoria saw her there, clutching her bottle of sherry, something clicked.
“They’re using Divination!”

After that it was back to the library. Fortunately for Victoria, it was one of the few parts of the castle able to resist the chill of winter, with the flagstone floor emitting a dry, comforting warmth, like it had been sitting in the sun for hours. Outside the library, students rushed through the draughty corridors, taking refuge by the roaring fires of the Great Hall and the Slytherin common room.
Not even the classrooms were safe. Any heat would quickly dissipate into the thick stone walls, or else escape through the thin glass of Hogwarts’ many windows. Professor Flitwick, at least, had enchanted some cushions with Warming Charms to keep their seats warm, but Professor McGonagall maintained that the cold would help them focus, and it was no surprise that Madam Hooch considered running through the snow to be character-building.
Inevitably, the Warming Charm was quickly becoming the most popular spell in the school, though it was devilishly tricky to get right—there was a good reason why robes with Warming Charms sewn into them were so popular. More than once Victoria had seen a classmate sent to the Hospital Wing with a red face and steam rising from their skin after overdoing the charm. The crackling warmth of a fire was a much safer option.
The library was so comfortable that Susan had taken to joining Victoria there voluntarily, reading books like Villainous Vikings: Gruesome Tales of Olden Magic while Victoria devoured the Divination section. It was unsurprisingly extensive, given that Divination was commonly taught at Hogwarts, and she was already accumulating a scroll full of ideas for finding the Ravenclaw common room. One possibility was reading tea leaves, though she didn’t much like tea; another was haruspicy, the casting of chicken livers, but that seemed rather too bloody.
The one she and Susan were most keen to try was castanology, which involved swinging a horse chestnut from a string. Supposedly, if you concentrated hard enough on a location, the conker would pull towards it. The problem was practising, as they could hardly wander around the corridors aimlessly, waving a conker around. That would surely draw attention and could easily result in Victoria’s disqualification. So, like everyone else, she found herself eagerly anticipating the holidays.
Needless to say, she would not be returning to the Dursleys for Christmas. Why would she, when there was so much magic to explore at Hogwarts? It didn’t even bother her that she was the sole student remaining out of all Slytherin house: even alone, this was likely to be the best Christmas of her life.
“You’ll write to me, won’t you?” Susan asked as she was leaving for the train. She was very concerned about Victoria being all alone over Christmas. “And let me know if you find Ravenclaw!”
Once the holidays had started, Victoria took great joy in having the common room all to herself. She got to sit in the most comfortable chair, right next to the fire, and she could stay up as late as she wanted. One night, when she felt particularly daring, she even had a midnight feast made up of food she had smuggled out of the Great Hall. Dumbledore the cat joined in, though he seemed disappointed by the lack of raw meat. Victoria fed him some fruitcake instead.
The first few days of holiday were mainly spent on homework, which she got out of the way with enthusiasm (she was particularly proud of the essay she wrote for Professor Flitwick on the Unlocking Charm), and ordering presents for her friends from the various catalogues which had appeared at the start of December.
When she wasn’t in the dungeons, she was trying to find Ravenclaw’s common room. Having constructed her conker on a string, she paced around the castle, swinging it gently from side to side, chanting as she went:
“Invenio Ravenclaw, invenio Ravenclaw, invenio Ravenclaw…”
As she did this, she focused with all her might on the Ravenclaw crest. She kept at it for days, systematically mapping out the castle, constantly alert for the slightest twitch on her string.
It was while she was searching the fourth floor that she came across the mirror.
She was passing a suit of armour when the string twitched. She was so focused on her chanting that she almost missed it, but her brain finally caught up with her body and she came to an abrupt halt. Had she found Ravenclaw at last? She swung the pendulum and—there!—it twitched again, right in the direction of a door left slightly ajar.
It wasn’t Ravenclaw’s common room, that was for sure. It looked like an old, abandoned classroom. The desks were all piled up against the wall, and heavy drapes covered the windows, leaving the room cloaked in shadow.
“Lumos,” Victoria whispered, flicking her wand. A glowing sphere floated upwards, bobbing off the ceiling like a ball in water, filling the room with a harsh white light.
It was immediately obvious why this classroom was abandoned: there, at the end of the room, right where the blackboard should have been, stood an enormous mirror. It stretched from the floor to the ceiling and had a golden frame like a painting in a museum. At the very top of the frame was an inscription in some unknown language:

  Erised stra ehru oyt ube cafru oyt on wohsi

The most amazing thing, however, was what the mirror showed. As Victoria got closer, her reflection changed, and suddenly she was older, not a girl but a woman, tall, beautiful, and powerful. Her wand glowed with green light and a troll lay dead at her feet. All her friends were there too, looking up at her with admiration, and the Dursleys were nowhere to be seen.
Did the mirror show the future? She stared deep into the glass, her nose almost up against it, searching for more details. How could she make sure this future came to be? Could the mirror tell her that as well?
She lost all track of time, staring into the mirror’s depths. She might have stood there for much longer, had she not been interrupted.
“A marvellous artefact, is it not?”
Victoria jumped in shock, twisting around to face the voice. It was Professor Dumbledore, his tall form silhouetted in the doorway.
“Professor!” she said, her heart skipping a beat, though she wasn’t sure why she was so nervous. She wasn’t breaking any rules, was she? “I, uh, didn’t hear you come in.”
Dumbledore smiled at her indulgently. “Yes, the Mirror of Erised does tend to have that effect. You would not be the first to fall under its spell, though you will, I hope, be the last.”
He stepped into the classroom, moving into Victoria’s wandlight and perching on the edge of a desk. It was the first time she had been so close to the headmaster. He had a kindly face, framed with long, white hair, and was dressed in colourful scarlet robes.
“You hope?” she asked. “Is there something wrong with it?”
“Not in the sense of being broken, no,” Dumbledore said. He stroked his long beard as he spoke, his voice slow and deliberate. “The mirror is functioning as it should. But what is it, do you think, that the mirror shows us?”
“The future,” Victoria replied confidently. “I see myself as an adult witch, powerful enough to beat a troll.”
“And yet,” he said, “when I look into the glass, I see myself as a young man.”
That had her stumped. “It shows us… the age we want to be?” She supposed that would make sense—surely old people all wanted to be young again?
Dumbledore chuckled. “Not quite. I shall give you one more clue: the man I see in the mirror is not the man I was, but the man I might have been.”
Victoria frowned in thought. Clearly this was a test of some kind, one which she was determined to pass. “If the mirror shows you a different past, then it’s not showing something real,” she said, thinking out loud. “It is impossible to change the past, isn’t it?”
Dumbledore raised an eyebrow. “Let us say that it is.”
“Okay. So the mirror is showing us something that’s impossible? But that would mean…” Victoria’s heart sank. It would mean the vision of herself would never come to pass. Suddenly it made sense why Dumbledore hoped nobody would look at it again. “It shows us something that we really want, but can’t have. Who’d make something like that?”
“You are almost there,” Dumbledore replied. “The Mirror shows us nothing more or less than our deepest desire. It is true that for many, this will be an impossibility... people do have an unfortunate habit of wanting what they cannot have.”
Victoria perked up. “But mine still could come true?”
“It may,” Dumbledore allowed, peering at her over the top of his half-moon spectacles. “Or perhaps, in time, your vision will change. It is only human to wish for more power, but few have the will to pursue that path with dedication, or the stomach for the sacrifices it can require.”
Victoria considered his words. She had never really thought about her study of magic like that—as seeking out power. No, she thought of it rather differently.
“I always knew I was different,” she explained, though she was speaking to the floor, not having the guts to look Dumbledore in the eye. “From the Dursleys, I mean—my Muggle relatives. I could do things they couldn’t, had a power they didn’t. It was the only thing I had that was really mine, you know? But all those years, I still had to keep it a secret and follow their rules. I had to pretend to be normal.” She paused, her mind dwelling on how suffocating her life in the Muggle world now felt in retrospect. “And then one day Professor McGonagall came along, and that power brought me here.” She gestured vaguely around her and shrugged. “For the first time in my life, I feel like I’m where I belong. So power isn’t just power, is it? It… opens doors for you.”
The moment she stopped speaking, she felt suddenly quite foolish—Professor Dumbledore wasn’t interested in her ramblings. But when she looked up at his face, he was looking at her quite seriously.
“Ah, the call of liberty,” he said. “Yes, power does afford one a certain measure of freedom. And yet, I caution you to take care, Miss Potter. I was not unlike you, many years ago. I too loved magic, as I have heard you do. I too spent my days and nights reading theory and practising spells while life passed me by. But now, when I look into the mirror, do you think I see myself as I am, satisfied with the power I have gathered?”
He didn’t wait for her answer. “No. I see myself with the ability to change it all. I gained power, yes, but I sacrificed too much along the way. Be careful, Victoria, that you do not make my mistake.”
Silence met his declaration.
Secretly, Victoria couldn’t help but disagree. It was all right for him—he was already powerful, widely considered the greatest wizard of the age. It was easy for him to talk about the dangers of power, because he had never had to worry about not having enough of it. Had Dumbledore ever cowered before a troll, waiting for its fists to fall? She doubted it.
No, she suspected that if Professor Dumbledore ever got his wish, he wouldn’t like the results. Not that she was going to tell him that, of course. He was still the Headmaster. 
“Well then,” Dumbledore said, standing up and looking at his pocket-watch. “It can’t be long until dinner, and I have it on good authority that toad-in-the-hole is on tonight’s menu. Pip-pip!”
Victoria knew a dismissal when she heard one. She stuffed her conker in a pocket and rushed to dinner, where indeed toad-in-the-hole was waiting for her. It wasn’t until later that evening, when she returned to the common room, that she realised that Dumbledore hadn’t really told her what he saw in the mirror. Not properly… what was it, in his past, that he wanted to change so much?
Should she have asked? She doubted he would have given her a straight answer. It was, she supposed, a rather personal question.

For the first time in her life, Victoria had trouble sleeping on Christmas Eve. Christmas with the Dursleys had never been a particularly pleasant affair: some clothes for her, all of them picked out by Petunia, and all the most expensive toys for Dudley. The lunch was good, she supposed, but only when Aunt Marge didn’t come. She always got drunk, and when she got drunk she got mean.
But this year, Victoria had presents from friends to look forward to, and a lunch cooked by Hogwarts’ house-elves. She was so excited that she didn’t get to sleep until past midnight, and woke up at six o’clock.
The moment she was awake, she knew she wouldn’t be getting back to sleep. She slipped out of bed to find a small pile of presents next to her trunk. Thanks to Draco talking about the matter at great length, she was aware that the Malfoy family opened one present at breakfast, and the rest after lunch, but Victoria had no intention of honouring their tradition.
She sat down in front of her presents and looked them over, feeling them, weighing them in her hands. This was a moment to be savoured. Dumbledore padded over to investigate, no doubt drawn by the fuss she was making. He sniffed at a few of the boxes before dismissing them, turning instead to curl up in her lap. She picked a box at random and read the tag.

  To Victoria


  Happy Yule! Mother said you would like this.


  Best wishes,


  Draco

Her eyes widened when she removed the wrapping paper: the small box was marked with the logo of Smith’s of London, one of the most expensive jewellers in magical Britain. A charm bracelet lay within, just like the one Narcissa had been wearing at Halloween, though with fewer charms. A card beneath the velvet told her they would keep her dry, warm, and undisturbed by the wind. It was a generous gift indeed—Victoria was suddenly glad she’d not skimped on her present to Draco.
The next gift was from Tracey, who had sent her a collection of chocolate frogs, and then came a reassuringly squishy package from Daphne. That almost always meant clothes.

  To Vicky,


  Merry Christmas! 


  Love,


  Daphne xxx


  P.S. I hope it fits.

Sure enough, inside was a beautiful, silvery inner robe, the fabric incredibly soft and light. It was sorely needed, for even after her owl-orders, Victoria’s wizarding wardrobe was rather lacking compared to the never-ending array of robes which Pansy and Daphne owned.
After that was Pansy’s present. True to form, she had managed to come off as simultaneously generous and insulting by giving Victoria a truly impressive collection of makeup.

  Dear Victoria,


  Happy Yule! I noticed you don’t wear much makeup. After the holidays are over, let’s set aside an evening when we can try everything out. Daphne and I will be happy to show you the ropes!


  Season’s greetings,


  xx Pansy xx

Victoria had deliberately left Susan’s present for last. It was small, rectangular, and hard. A book, perhaps? But no, it was too thin to be a book… curious, she slipped the wrapping paper off, careful not to tear it, and smiled when she saw a framed photo of herself and Susan. Like all wizarding photos, it depicted them in motion: they were skating on the lake, cheeks flushed red, their hair messy and speckled with snowflakes. It was beautiful.
But how had Susan taken it? She didn’t remember seeing anyone with a camera on the lake. She turned to the card for answers.

  To Victoria,


  Happy Christmas! I hope you’re not too bored! I’ve asked Daddy and he says next Christmas you can come stay with us. We always have a delicious nogtail for dinner with Aunt Amelia, have you ever had one? I think you’ll like it. Anyway, I hope you have a lovely day and eat lots of yummy food. 


  Lots of love,


  Susan xxx


  P.S. In case you’re wondering, I got this photo extracted at the Retinarium.

Victoria carefully placed the photograph on her bedside table, giving it a place of prominence. She’d never had a best friend before and found that she rather liked the idea.
The rest of the morning was spent lazing around in the common room. She was taking a day off from searching for Ravenclaw—it was Christmas, after all. She tried on Daphne’s robe and experimented a bit with Pansy’s makeup. The results were disastrous and she quickly ran to the bathroom to wash it all off. Maybe she would take Pansy up on her offer of lessons after all… it might even give her some ideas for how to use her metamorphmagus powers.
Before she knew it, the grandfather clock chimed one o’clock and it was time for Christmas lunch. The Great Hall had been properly decorated for the occasion. A huge tree stood in the corner, so tall that its tip was brushing the invisible ceiling, and the long house tables had been discarded in favour of a single round table in the centre of the hall. There were just a few students and teachers remaining over the holidays, with everyone else having returned home, so Victoria took a seat next to the ginger-haired Ron Weasley, the only other first year. He was there with his older brothers, each of which shared his ginger hair: Fred and George, who were in third year and played quidditch for Gryffindor, and Percy, a fifth-year prefect.
Ron’s eyes widened when she sat down next to him.
“Hi,” Victoria said, smiling brightly, “pull a cracker with me?”
Wizarding crackers, it turned out, put their Muggle cousins rather to shame. Victoria shrieked as it went off like a cannon blast, causing the Weasleys to erupt into laughter. Her face turned red and she busied herself with putting on the bright orange witch’s hat which had emerged from the cracker. Like the Muggle crowns, it was made of a thin, gauzy paper, but had clearly been enchanted to stay upright.
With a ding-ding of a spoon against glass, Professor Dumbledore called for attention. “Merry Christmas!” he announced, beaming at the small gathering, “as always, it gives me great joy to share this special day with all those who, for whatever reason, choose to call Hogwarts their home during the festive period. Soon our bellies will be full of turkey, but first we observe an ancient tradition, one which has been practised at this school for over a thousand years. Professor McGonagall, if you would be so kind?”
McGonagall stood and, with a flick of her wand, levitated a huge log of wood from behind the table. It looked like it had been freshly felled, with half-shorn branches sticking out in all directions, some of them still bearing leaves. It floated through the air towards the giant hearth behind where the teachers’ table usually sat. As always, a roaring fire was burning there. Professor Dumbledore followed the log towards the fire, his own wand drawn, and out of the depths of the fire he summoned a tiny piece of wood, covered in ash and glowing from within with crimson heat.
“Last year’s log is almost extinguished, but its fire lives on,” Dumbledore stated, his intonation almost like a chant, “let the old ignite the new, as it has done since the days of the founders.”
Golden fire leapt from the small kindling, instantly consuming the floating log. McGonagall twitched her wand and it fell into the hearth, mingling with the rest of the fire.
“Splendid!” Dumbledore said, his voice back to normal. “Shall we eat?”
Mountains of food appeared in front of Victoria. There were enough roast turkeys to serve ten times their number, each one surrounded by glistening roast potatoes, and between them all the trimmings were arrayed: five different types of stuffing, chipolatas wrapped in bacon, roasted sprouts, buttered peas, fresh runner beans, and boats of thick gravy. Everyone dove in, and Victoria piled her plate almost as high as Ron’s.
“What was that all about, do you reckon?” Victoria asked between mouthfuls of potato, waving her knife in the direction of the fire.
It was Percy who answered. “It’s known as the yule log,” he said, taking on a lecturing tone. “Not all wizards follow the tradition, but it’s not uncommon. Many believe that the log has potent magical properties and offers protection for the year to follow.”
“The Muggles don’t have anything like that,” Victoria noted, “just the tree and presents. And church, I guess, for the people who believe that stuff.”
Ron frowned. “Muggles?”
“My aunt and uncle,” Victoria explained. “I grew up with them, after… well, you know.”
“Sorry,” Ron muttered, his ears turning red at bringing up such a sensitive topic. For her part, Victoria found his reaction more uncomfortable than the question itself.
“Are your family all wizards?” she asked, trying to move to a safer discussion.
Ron speared a Yorkshire pudding and poured gravy into it. “Yup. Mum and Dad are in Romania, visiting my brother Charlie. Then there’s Bill, my oldest brother—he’s a curse-breaker—and Ginny, who’s a year younger than me.”
“What’s a curse-breaker?”
It was the right question. Ron launched into an excited recounting of second-hand stories, telling her of his oldest brother’s adventures around the world. He had discovered lost tombs under the sands of Egypt, survived the labyrinths of Crete, and even spent a month exploring the hidden catacombs beneath Rome. From each location he returned to Britain with a small fortune in gold and gems—most of which, to Ron’s great displeasure, was retained by Bill’s employer, Gringotts Bank.
“Oh, but he must see so much interesting magic,” Victoria said, envious of Bill’s exotic travels.
Ron blinked. “Who cares about that? Just think of all the gold!”
Just when she thought she couldn’t eat another bite, dessert came and she found herself able to eat just a little more. Flaming Christmas puddings, mince pies, and treacle tarts appeared, all accompanied with custard or cream. Victoria went straight for the treacle tart.
By the time she returned to her common room, she was far too full to do anything but lie down with a magazine, but even that proved too strenuous. It wasn’t long before she dozed off, a copy of Transfiguration Today covering her face. It had truly been the best Christmas ever.
The holidays ended a week later, and the students returned to Slytherin common room in a maelstrom of trunks, pets, and excited reunions. Everybody wanted to share their holiday stories, and the loudest voice of all was Pansy’s.
“Daphne and I went to the Malfoys’ Yule Ball, of course. Anyone who’s anyone goes, and they all said that this year was particularly good… such a pity you couldn’t come, Victoria.”
As Pansy well knew, Victoria had not been invited.
“Next year,” Draco promised. “This year’s invites were sent out before we met, but I’m sure mother will keep you in mind next time.”
It was not the last invitation Victoria was to receive that evening. Just as they were about to go to bed, Professor Snape swept into the common room and descended upon the first years.
“Potter! A word.”
She followed him to his office, which wasn’t far from the common room entrance. Its shelves were lined with gruesome ingredients, including one jar which looked like it contained a deformed baby. Victoria shuddered.
“The Headmaster has requested that I deliver you a message,” Snape said, taking a seat at his desk. “He intends to host a gathering next Saturday and would be pleased by your attendance. You are to present yourself to the gargoyle on the second floor, wearing dress robes, at three o’clock.”
Victoria blinked. “Alone?” She didn’t want to go to a party full of adults, even if the headmaster was interesting.
“Indeed. There is an—” Snape’s lip curled “—individual whom the headmaster wishes you to meet.”
“Who?”
“A friend of your esteemed father,” Snape said. “His name is Remus Lupin.”
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  Stories were exchanged, Christmas gifts compared, holiday homework handed in. And just like that, classes resumed as if they had never stopped. The teachers seemed determined to make up for the lost time of the holidays and, by the time Potions rolled around on Thursday morning, Victoria already had a pile of homework to complete.
As they waited outside the Potions classroom, Tracey was voicing her displeasure at the quantity of work.
“It’s inhumane, I tell you. Ten questions on counter-jinxes for Quirrell, an hour practising the Cutting Charm for Flitwick, and to top it all off, five inches for McGonagall on solidification of liquids! Five!”
General sounds of discontent met her declaration, with even the Gryffindors joining in.
“You can look at my transfiguration, if you like,” Victoria replied, rooting through her bag for a scroll. “I did it last night so I could do Herbology today.”
“Don’t remind me,” Pansy grumbled. “I don’t see how it’s fair, having to draw twenty different mushrooms and memorise their names. I think I’d rather just be poisoned!”
Finally, Professor Snape arrived. All moaning abruptly ceased.
“In!”
They rushed inside the laboratory, positioning their cauldrons and eagerly starting fires beneath them. The dungeons were particularly cold, and many were keen to huddle around the warmth of a fire despite their thick winter robes. Victoria didn’t share their concerns: thanks to the Malfoys’ Christmas gift, it might as well have been a summer’s day.
With a jab of his wand, Professor Snape extinguished the fires. “I don’t recall telling you to commence brewing. You will not need your cauldrons today.”
No one dared point out that he usually punished them if they prepared their cauldrons too slowly. Not even the Gryffindors were that brave. So, with universal looks of dismay, the class set aside their cauldrons and took out their books.
Professor Snape selected a large tome from the shelf next to his desk. “Today we shall be focusing on the concept of key ingredients. If you have completed the reading I assigned before the holidays—and if you have not, I will quickly find out—you should already be familiar with the basics. I will now expand upon the topic in preparation for an upcoming project. Ready yourselves!”
Victoria dipped her quill into her ink pot and braced herself for an inevitable cramped hand. Professor Snape’s dictations were always long, and he took delight in speaking at a speed which made it extremely difficult, but not quite impossible, to keep up.
The dictation began.
“The key ingredient of a potion bears similarities to an incantation in a spell. An incantation does not reflect the complete structure of a spell, which exists only within the caster’s mind. However, it invokes the primary symbol at the root of the spell and so acts as the locus rei sitae around which the spell is constructed. A parallel situation holds for the key ingredient. It is not the only ingredient in a potion, yet it carries within it the seed of meaning which gives the finished product its direction. There are five principal categories of key ingredient…”
The scratching of quills on parchment became increasingly frantic as the dictation continued. Snape did not pause, continuing at an even but relentless pace, so that a single mistake was more than enough to leave you desperately trying to catch up. Muttered curses could be heard from around the room as, one by one, students fell behind, losing time while they blotted a patch of ink or corrected a misspelt Latin phrase.
Victoria was one of the few to keep up—it was easier if you had done the reading—but her handwriting, messy at the best of times, had devolved to barely readable.
“Professor?” said Parvati Patil. “Could you repeat that last bit, please?”
The class looked up in shock. No one interrupted the Professor while he was dictating. Snape descended upon her and snatched up her parchment with narrowed eyes.
“Are you deaf, girl, or merely simple? Ten points from Gryffindor for your inability to follow simple instructions. You’ve skipped the third paragraph entirely… no, this won’t do at all.” Looking pointedly around the class, he tore the parchment in two and let it fall to the floor. “Is there anyone else who wishes for me to repeat myself?”
Silence met his question. Parvati looked like she was about to cry.
“No?” Snape drawled, a small smile on his face. “Then let us continue.”
Everyone rushed to put quill to parchment once more.
“Not all potions use a single key ingredient. Potions which contain two or more key ingredients are known as complex potions, the brewing of which requires a subtle understanding of how to balance the competing powers involved. The most lethal poisons are generally complex, as these poisons require equally complex antidotes. Such an antidote may be difficult to derive in the short time available before the poison takes effect…”
As she had predicted, Victoria’s hand soon cramped up. Snape granted them no reprieve, continuing to speak for another twenty minutes, by which time much of the class had given up entirely. Only Hermione Granger, who took great pride in her quillwork, seemed to have produced notes without error.
Of course, the dictation was just the beginning. Snape proceeded to write a long list of questions on the board for them to complete, a task made significantly more difficult by the fact that each student only had partial notes. They might have asked their neighbour, and so between them pieced together an answer, but Snape had also demanded absolute silence. The rest of the lesson was therefore dominated by the swish-swish of pages turning as everyone searched their textbooks for the answers they lacked. Only the Slytherins dared to ask each other for help, limiting themselves to hushed whispers in the hope that Snape would be more lenient on his own house.
Lunch approached and Snape remained silent. Victoria noticed Tracey, apparently taken by a fit of optimism, beginning to surreptitiously pack away her things. Would they really escape without homework?
Tracey was to be disappointed. Just as class was about to end, Snape stood to address them once more. “Next week, we will commence a project which will keep us occupied until the end of February. In pairs, you will attempt to create the ancient solution known as the Arrival of Hapi, a fertility potion so potent that a single drop should guarantee an abundant harvest for an entire field.”
Tracey and Victoria’s eyes met and they nodded to each other. The two of them commonly worked together, given that Pansy always paired with Daphne.
“This shall mark the next level in your study of potions, unlike anything you have brewed to date,” Snape continued. “I expect many of you will fail. Nonetheless, perhaps one or two of you will prove yourselves worthy.” His eyes landed on Draco Malfoy, who puffed up under his gaze. “Your pairs shall be as follows: Brown and Parkinson, Bulstrode and Weasley, Crabbe and Thomas...”
The class listened in horror as Snape proceeded to pair them up with little regard for friendship or even house. Indeed, it seemed almost as if Snape had deliberately placed them with someone they disliked.
“... Granger and Potter…”
Victoria scowled. Granger! Just her luck. Was there any girl more insufferable in the entire school? Her eyes landed on the bushy-haired girl across the room, who was scowling right back at her.

  Great.

They left the class with yet another homework assignment: in their pairs, they were to research the key ingredient of the Arrival of Hapi. Needless to say, Tracey was not happy. Victoria wasn’t too pleased either. Her weekend was rapidly diminishing before her very eyes, a long Sunday afternoon in the library with Hermione Granger now looming on the horizon. She wouldn’t even have the time to resume her search for Ravenclaw with Susan.
Before all that, however, she had to attend Dumbledore’s party. As instructed, she arrived at the second floor corridor at three o’clock on Saturday afternoon, where she waited nervously in front of a tall, stone gargoyle. She was wearing a long-sleeved dress robe of dark green velvet, owl-ordered from Madam Malkin’s for the occasion, and had put her hair up in a braided bun copied from a picture in Daphne’s latest Witch Weekly magazine.
“Er… hello?” Victoria said to the empty corridor, feeling rather silly. Where was the party? Was Snape just playing a trick on her?
Footsteps echoed down the hallway, heralding the arrival of Professor Flamel. He was dressed in an elaborate five-piece robe and had waxed his impressive moustache.
“Ah, Miss Potter! Albus mentioned you might be coming,” Flamel said cheerfully. There was no sign of his usual sleepiness. “Shall we be fashionably late together?”
“Late?” Victoria asked. She had never been late for anything, never mind an appointment with Albus Dumbledore. “I thought it started at three!”
“Mars bars,” Flamel replied.
“Pardon?”
But he hadn’t been speaking to her. The gargoyle sprang to life, stepping to one side with the sound of grinding stone, and behind it the wall parted, just like the entrance to the Slytherin common room. A spiral staircase was revealed, rotating upwards in a corkscrew motion.
“Come, my dear!” Flamel called as he stepped forward, a bounce in his step. “Quickly now, afore Elphias guzzles all the time-turned wine!”
The staircase led to a sturdy oak door, and they entered to the sound of jazz, clinking glasses and the pleasant hubbub of overlapping conversations. As faces turned to inspect the new arrivals, Victoria couldn’t help but look around in fascination.
Professor Dumbledore’s office was large and circular, with a high, domed ceiling crowded with portraits. A layer of bookcases lined the walls, interrupted here and there by glass cabinets full of mysterious contraptions, and to the left a fire was burning merrily within a large hearth.
A party was in full swing. Small groups of adults were dotted around the room, each one of them smartly dressed and clutching a glass. The portraits above them had joined the festivities, many of them having left their own frames to join their companions around tables heaped with food and drink.
“Welcome!” Dumbledore called, approaching them with open arms. He was wearing robes of deep crimson with a golden stole, as colourful as always, yet of a more formal cut than he usually wore. “Please, come in! You’re a touch late for lunch, I’m afraid, but no doubt we can find some wine for you, Nicholas. And perhaps a butterbeer for Miss Potter?”
Victoria had never had beer, butter or otherwise. “Yes, please,” she said, trying to hide her eagerness. The girls were going to be so jealous when she told them she’d been allowed alcohol.
Dumbledore clapped twice; a glass of wine and a bottle of golden liquid floated towards them.
Flamel took the glass. “Many happy returns, Albus,” he said, raising his drink, and Victoria hurriedly took her bottle to join the toast. “One hundred and eleven is no small milestone, my boy!”
No one had told Victoria that it was Professor Dumbledore’s birthday. She suddenly felt guilty for not having brought a present, or even a card. But what would she have got him, even if she had known? Surely someone like Dumbledore already had everything he wanted—especially by the age of one hundred and eleven.
She couldn’t help but marvel at the number. Even though she had been aware of wizards’ extended lifespan, and obviously Dumbledore wasn’t young, it had never occurred to Victoria that he might be just that old. Why, it meant he had been born in the nineteenth century! What would it be like, she wondered, to live for so long?
Dumbledore sighed. “Alas, I now pass from the comforting years of middle age into that most dreaded of demographics, the elderly. I shall try to make the most of it… those of advanced years must be allowed their eccentricities, after all.”
“By that measure, I should be as mad as a hatter,” Flamel replied, causing Dumbledore to chuckle.
“As in most matters, Nicholas, you prove to be the exception…” His eyes landed on Victoria. “But look at us, two old men boring a young lady with tales of their great years. Drink up, Miss Potter, and let us find you some more appropriate company!”
He led her across the room towards a young man hovering by a cheese board. She took a sip of the butterbeer as they went: it was sweet and warming, with a frothy, almost creamy texture, and just the slightest hint of bitterness at the end. Delicious.
“May I present Mister Justin Laghail,” Dumbledore said. “Justin, you will, of course, be familiar with Victoria Potter.”
Justin couldn’t have been too many years out of Hogwarts. He was tall, too skinny for his robes, and his chin bore the wisps of a sad attempt at a beard.
“A pleasure!” he squeaked, abruptly thrusting his hand forwards, and Victoria endured a particularly sweaty handshake. She resisted the urge to wipe her hand on her robe once it was released. “Please, call me Justin!”
“Splendid!” Dumbledore said, beaming at them. “Well, I shall let the two of you get acquainted. Oh, and I do recommend the baked camembert. It is particularly fine when combined with the chutney.”
He departed, leaving them in a rather awkward silence. Victoria took another sip of her butterbeer while Justin’s attention turned to the cheese.
“I never quite know what to do with myself at these things,” he confessed, loading some crumbly wensleydale onto a cracker. “I expect you’re used to it, being a Potter and all.”
She thought back to the Dursleys’ many dinner parties, held for Vernon’s business partners. “More or less,” she said, stretching the truth to breaking point. “So, uh, how do you know Professor Dumbledore?”
Justin bit into the cracker before replying, cheese scattering everywhere as it collapsed in his grip. “Oops!” He tried to brush off his robes, inadvertently rubbing the cheese into the black fabric. Victoria eyed the greasy streaks with mild disgust. “Never mind… it’ll wash out, I’m sure! Anyway, I went to Hogwarts of course, but I don’t recall speaking to Dumbledore once during that time… not many people do, you know? But then one day he sent me a letter, letting me know about a job going in Law Enforcement—fascinating stuff, I was actually helping them amend the definition of a dark creature—and since then we’ve kept in touch.”
“So you work for the Ministry?” Victoria asked, suddenly more interested. The idea of a magical government fascinated her. What did they actually do? Why did wizards need a government at all?
But to her disappointment, Justin no longer worked for the Ministry. “I’ve recently moved on elsewhere… it was excellent experience though, I’d never have got it without the Headmaster’s help. He’s a great man, Dumbledore... just look at me, here, surrounded by so many important people!”
Victoria looked around. She didn’t recognise anyone, but then, the only famous wizards she knew were from chocolate frog cards and the wireless.
“That’s Elphias Doge,” Justin continued, nodding at an elderly man across the room. He was a short, stout wizard with little remaining hair. “The Special Advisor to the Wizengamot, I’ve wanted to meet him for ages... I don’t suppose you could introduce me?”
She had of course never met the man, nor even heard of him. Yet she found herself loath to debunk Justin’s high opinion of her level of sophistication. A thrill of recklessness ran through her. “Why not? Let’s go.”
Justin blinked. “Wait, I didn’t mean—”
She ignored him and, channelling her inner Pansy, dragged him over to the huddle containing Elphias Doge. A young woman (who, being a witch, could have been anywhere from thirty to fifty years old) was talking animatedly when they arrived.
“... well, with his term ending soon, the Minister can hardly afford to—oh, hello there.”
Victoria had long since learnt that introducing herself was quite unnecessary, but she figured it was polite to observe the formalities. “Hello,” she said, giving a quick curtsey. “I’m Victoria.”
“An honour,” the woman said. Her voice was refined, reminding Victoria of Lucius Malfoy, and there was a certain dignity about her which belied her youth. “I’m Emmeline, dear, but do call me Emmy.”
“Emmeline?” Justin said. “Not Emmeline Vance, head of the Obliviators?”
Victoria rolled her eyes—he really was useless at this. “This is Justin.”
“And, ah, what do you do, young man?” asked Elphias Doge. He was eying Justin’s robes, which still bore the evidence of smeared cheese.
“I recently took up chambers at Lower Temple,” Justin said. “Just started this January, actually.”
Doge’s eyebrows shot up. “Indeed?” He looked Justin up and down again, squinting as if he was difficult to see. “I hope you’ll forgive me for saying so, but you seem to be quite alive. How on earth did you get in?”
“You had a sponsor, perhaps?” Emmeline asked, her voice neutral. “A Master of the Scrolls who intends to take you under his… ah, wing?”
“Oh no, nothing like that,” Justin said, looking just as confused as the rest of them. “I just applied. Master Fawley examined me by viva voce and offered me a scholarship.”
Now all of them were looking at Justin with real interest.
“Remarkable,” Emmeline said.
It was then that Professor Dumbledore, who had been circulating the room, joined their group.
“Albus!” Elphias ejaculated. “Have you heard? This young gentleman has secured chambers at Lower Temple—with his heart still beating!”
“Indeed?” Dumbledore said, his eyes twinkling. “How fortuitous that the special advisor to the Wizengamot should meet such a young man here, at a party which I organised. One might almost suspect that it had been planned.”
Emmeline laughed. “We should have known.”
“I couldn’t possibly comment,” Dumbledore said. “Now, if I may steal Miss Potter once more, a reunion of sorts awaits her.”
He took her over to the fireplace and pulled out his pocket-watch. “Any moment now… ah, yes, here he comes.”
The fire leapt up with a whoosh, taller than Victoria, and turned the vivid green of Floo travel. Suddenly, a man stepped out of the flames, as casually as if he were stepping out of a door. He was quite the contrast to the other party goers: he was wearing old, tatty robes, and, though his face was youthful, his brown hair was already turning grey.
Dumbledore stepped forward and embraced the new arrival. “Welcome back to Hogwarts, Remus. It’s been too long.”
They separated and turned to Victoria.
“Victoria, this is Remus Lupin, a friend of your late father,” Dumbledore explained. “I have asked him here to answer any questions you may have regarding your parents. Or perhaps you will discuss the price of fish in Venezuela… the choice is yours! Now, if you will excuse me, I believe Alastor is attempting to probe Fawkes with a dark detector.”
He left abruptly, hurrying across the room towards a grizzled man with a wooden leg and a whizzing fake eye, who was using what looked like a radio aerial to poke at a magnificent golden bird.
Remus caught her eye and gave her a wry smile. “Shall we?” He led her towards a quiet corner, where a pair of chintzy chairs had been set up. “I expect you’ve got a fair few questions for me.”
Victoria took a seat, swinging her legs as she searched for questions. In truth, other than the mystery of how they had died, it had been a long time since she had thought about her parents. They were something abstract to her… everyone expected her to miss them greatly, but how could you miss people you never knew?
She settled on a more immediate concern. “I was just speaking to Justin,” she said, nodding her head in the young lawyer’s direction. “He mentioned something about the Potter family, about how I should be used to parties or something… what did he mean by that?”
Remus didn’t answer immediately, taking a moment to rub at his stubble. “A question befitting your house,” he said at last. “Understand that I’m by no means an expert in the history of the Potter family, but I suppose it falls to me to teach you what I know. Well… as I’m sure you’ve realised, the Potters go back a long time, almost as long as Hogwarts itself. The family is originally from Stinchcombe in the Cotswolds—I visited James there once or twice, back during our school days, and it’s quite charming… I wonder what happened to it…”
He trailed off, eyes distant, apparently in no hurry to continue.
“I think McGonagall mentioned something about that,” Victoria said, “back when we went to Gringotts.”
“Indeed? Well, I couldn’t say what state it’s in after a decade of sitting empty. Magical homes have a habit of turning rather wild, when left to their own devices. But to answer your original question... while the Potters are not among the most prominent families, they’ve been around for long enough that the name carries a certain cachet. There are some families, you see, who can be quite… particular about who they associate with. Families like the Malfoys, the Swanns, or the Smiths don’t just invite anyone around for dinner. So I imagine Justin assumed that you, coming from a respected family, were used to rubbing shoulders with a certain class of wizard.”
“So he was calling me a snob?” Victoria asked, not sure if she should be offended.
Remus laughed. “That’s one way of putting it. No doubt Lily would have approved.”
The mention of her mother reminded Victoria that she was supposed to be asking about her parents, not the Potter family history.
“I don’t really have any specific questions about my parents,” she confessed. “But maybe you could just tell me about them?”
And so he did.
He started with her mother, Lily. In many ways, she sounded a lot like Victoria: she loved to read and study, and was generally obsessed with magic, so much so that she had been offered a job in the Department of Mysteries upon finishing Hogwarts.
“Lily surprised us all, though,” said Remus. “She turned them down and went to work for Slug and Jigger’s instead.”
“What, the shop? Why?” Victoria asked. It sounded like a crazy decision.
“She hid it well, but I think she had something of a taste for adventure,” Remus said. “She wouldn’t have ended up with James if she didn’t! But really, I don’t think she liked the idea of working for the Ministry at all. She always had this rather romantic idea of the lone witch, living off her skills in magic, exploring some remote corner of the world. Hunting down rare ingredients from deepest Africa fit nicely with that. Of course, it fit less well with marriage and a child, and it wasn’t long before she settled down to have you.”
After Lily, he told her about her father, James. From the sounds of it, he was rather more... well, more of a boy. By all accounts he had plenty of magical talent, but he hated studying, much preferring to run around the castle, getting into fights and breaking rules.
“You mustn’t judge him too harshly,” Remus said, seeing the expression on her face. “He grew out of it eventually.”
An idea formed in Victoria’s mind. “So… since you were friends, I guess that means you broke loads of rules too.”
Remus raised an eyebrow. “I like to think that I was the voice of reason in our little gang… but yes, I suppose I may have broken one or two rules, here and there. I doubt anyone has ever explored the castle as fully as we did.”
Victoria sat forward, hardly able to believe her luck. “That means you could tell me where Gryffindor’s common room is, right? Or Ravenclaw’s?”
He laughed. “Keen to follow in your father’s footsteps, are you? Well, I don’t blame you for wanting to connect to your parents… but perhaps this isn’t the best way. Besides, as a loyal Gryffindor myself, I could never betray my old house.”
Victoria pouted.
As they continued to speak of the Potter family, she barely noticed the room growing quieter as, one by one, Dumbledore’s guests left. It wasn’t long before only the two of them remained.
“... I hope you know, Victoria, that your parents would be proud of you, no matter what house you were sorted into,” Remus was saying. “Don’t listen to those people who say that all dark wizards come from Slytherin… believe me, some of the worst dark wizards have in fact come from Gryffindor.”
His words caused Victoria to frown. It had never occurred to her, before now, that her parents might not have approved of her house. As far as she was concerned, Slytherin was her home. She was about to say as much when the clack-clack of footsteps descending a wooden staircase broke the silence, and a moment later Dumbledore appeared before them.
He looked down at them with a warm smile. “Well now, the time for afternoon tea approaches, and I am sure that Victoria’s friends eagerly await her in her common room. Remus, shall I walk you to the gates? No doubt you would like to look upon the grounds once more. The Whomping Willow, you will be pleased to hear, continues to thrive.”
“That’s very kind of you, Headmaster,” Remus said. “If I might say farewell to Victoria first?”
“Of course,” Dumbledore said. “You will find me in the Entrance Hall.”
He swept from the room, pausing by the door to whistle. His pet bird trilled before flapping over to him, taking up a perch on his shoulder, its red-gold wings draped around him like a cloak.
“Marvellous creatures, phoenixes,” Remus said as he left. “I’ve no idea how he caught one, never mind tamed it. But that’s Dumbledore, isn’t it? Anyway…” He slapped his hands on his knees before standing up, Victoria following suit. “Shall we?”
They left the office in silence, Remus holding her hand down the narrow spiral staircase. “This is where we part ways, for now,” he said when they reached the bottom. “Do enjoy your afternoon tea.”
“It was lovely to meet you, Mister Lupin,” Victoria said, and it was true. Even though she had never before held much curiosity about her family, it was good to know more about them. She felt more… complete.
“Please, Remus is fine,” he said, and they shook hands awkwardly. “Mister Lupin makes me feel old indeed. Oh, and before you go, one last thing… I may be a loyal Gryffindor, but I hold no such loyalty to the House of Ravenclaw. You’ll find their common room on the fifth floor of the West Tower, behind a door with a bronze knocker shaped like an eagle.”

That night, Victoria made a big show of going to bed early. She changed into her nightie and laid out her robes for the next day. She brushed her hair one hundred times and cleaned off her glittery eye shadow. Then she shut herself behind the curtains of her four-poster bed and waited.
And waited.
It became increasingly difficult to stay awake as the minutes stretched on. She lay in the darkness, staring at the ceiling of her bed, struggling to keep her eyes open. The boredom was incredible—she couldn’t even read, as she didn’t dare risk wandlight. She needed everyone to think she was asleep.
After a torturously long time, the other girls finally started getting ready for bed. The familiar sounds of their activity were a welcome break from the monotony. The clinking of glass meeting glass, followed by the sloshing of water: that was Pansy, who always took multiple glasses of water to bed, filling them up from the basin in the corner. A muttered charm and an elastic snap: Daphne struggling to remove her bra. Gargling from the direction of the bathroom: Tracey took dental hygiene very seriously.
The sounds slowly died down as each of the girls finished their routine and got into bed. And then, at last, Pansy’s voice:
“Nox.”
True darkness fell.
There was no talking that night. When the girls had first arrived at Hogwarts, their every evening had been full of whispers in the dark, but the novelty of living together had long since worn off. Sleepovers were less fun when you had one every night.
Now came the true wait, the darkness and the silence conspiring to lull Victoria into sleep. More than once she had to pinch herself just to avoid nodding off. And then she heard it: the distant sound of twelve chimes, echoing up from the common room.

  Midnight. Not much longer.

Footsteps trudged up the stairs, past the first year landing, as the sixth and seventh years headed off to bed. Five minutes later and she was once again in silence, only now it was broken by the rapid beating of her own heart. This was it. For the first time in her life, she was about to break the rules.
She crept out of bed, unconcerned by the swish of her sheets or the scraping of the curtain hooks against the rail. It wasn’t unusual for the girls to get up in the night—not with the amount of water Pansy consumed—and none of them would think anything of the noise, even if they woke.
Victoria, however, was not going to the bathroom. She put her slippers on and grabbed her charm bracelet before padding out of the room, shutting the door behind her as quietly as possible. Now came the most dangerous part. What if someone was still in the common room, ignoring curfew? If she was seen, she would have to pretend to be fetching something and return to bed, all hope of sneaking out forgotten.
She needn’t have worried, for the common room was dark and empty, lit only by the glowing embers of the smouldering fire. Victoria made her way towards the entrance on tip-toes, so tense that she almost shrieked when she felt something soft move against her shin.
Dumbledore meowed as he snaked between her feet, arching his back to rub against her legs. She breathed a sigh of relief. Of course he was awake, able to go anywhere he pleased. It was all right for some! She patted him on the head before continuing on her way, but was surprised to see that he followed her, circling her protectively.
“Are you coming with me, then?” Victoria whispered. He meowed. She wasn’t certain if he had understood—how smart were magical cats?—but she figured it couldn’t hurt.
Everything felt rather more real, the moment she was out of the common room. There were no excuses now: if she was caught wandering the corridors, it would mean house points and detention for a month. But she was in luck: the dungeons were deserted and she made good time up to the basement floor, where she quickly found a familiar set of barrels.
She didn’t have to wait long. A barrel lid flipped open and a head of long, copper-red hair crawled out of it.
“I can’t believe we’re doing this!” Susan hissed as she exited the barrel. She was wearing a white nightie and her hair was loose. “We’ll get caught for sure!”
Victoria just grinned and leaned in closer to Susan so she could whisper. “I’ve got this far, haven’t I? But we better not stick around... the house entrances are probably checked every now and then.”
They made their way west, intending to bypass the Entrance Hall (which felt far too open to sneak through) by entering the West Tower at basement level. Dumbledore prowled the corridors in front of them as they walked, frequently scampering on ahead before doubling back, his green eyes glowing in the dark every time he turned to face them.
“Why’d you bring Dumbledore?” Susan asked softly.
Victoria shrugged. “He kinda just brought himself.”
They were approaching the well-travelled parts of the castle now, with portraits appearing more frequently. Fortunately all of them were asleep, or otherwise vacant, their inhabitants no doubt visiting a frame elsewhere in the castle. Even so, Victoria found herself holding her breath every time they turned a corner.
“You know,” she whispered, trying to ease the tension, “you should wear your hair loose more often. It looks really—”
Dumbledore meowed from around a corner.
The girls froze. He meowed again.
Victoria’s heart leapt into her mouth—she pointed frantically at a nearby door and they rushed towards it, barging into the room beyond and almost slamming the door behind them before they remembered, just in time, that they had to be quiet. Susan took the handle and slid the door shut with the softest click.
Footsteps approached.
“How many t-t-times do I have to t-tell you, Severus?”
Victoria shared a look with Susan—they’d recognise Professor Quirrell’s stutter anywhere.
“I’m prot-t-tecting the stone, same as you. There’s no need t-t-to follow me around like this.”
“Perhaps I am concerned for your safety, Quirinus,” drawled Snape. “After all, who knows what creatures might lurk in these halls, if a troll can get in so easily. You fainted the last time you encountered one, if I recall correctly.”
The voices disappeared down the corridor. For a long time, Susan and Victoria simply waited, slumped against the door, too scared to move.
“That was close,” Susan whispered.
Victoria bit her lip. “You want to go back?”
But Susan shook her head. “We’ve come so far, we might as well finish.”
The rest of the way was blessedly uneventful. They found the Ravenclaw common room door easily, exactly as Remus had described it.
“What now?” Susan said, looking around for clues.
Victoria began to get a bad feeling. “You don’t think Ravenclaw uses a password, do you?” After Hufflepuff, she had assumed that each House protected their entrance differently, with only Slytherin using a password.
At that moment, the eagle-shaped knocker woke up with a ruffle of its feathers. It blinked sleepily at them, before speaking: “The House of Ravenclaw is open to all those with the wits to enter, noble Slytherin. Merely answer the riddle, and entrance shall be yours. What has one head, one foot, and four legs?”
The two girls shared a long, dismayed look.
“That doesn’t sound like any creature I’ve heard of,” Susan said. That wasn’t good. Having grown up in the magical world, her knowledge of magical creatures was much better than Victoria’s.
“How can something even have four legs but only one foot?” Victoria wondered. “It doesn’t make sense. I assume the answer isn’t ‘a cow with three feet cut off’, or something stupid like that.”
The eagle said nothing—it seemed that they would receive no hints. A silence stretched out as the two of them racked their brains for an answer.
Susan groaned. “I can’t believe I got out of bed for this. I was very comfortable, thank you very much… you know Professor Sprout brings us bed warmers on cold nights, they keep your feet lovely and warm, right at the foot of the…” Her eyes widened and she turned to the eagle. “A bed! The answer is a bed!”
“Correct,” the eagle said, and the door swung open. It revealed a circular room, much smaller than Victoria had expected, and surrounded by bookcases. There were no chairs, nor any fireplace—just a statue of a tall, pretty woman.
“Well, I’m glad I’m not a Ravenclaw,” Victoria said as she walked in, wondering where Snape’s item could be hidden in such a spartan room. “Do you think it’s behind a book?”
“Victoria!” Susan hissed, “look up!”
She did so and gasped. The common room went up and up, filling the rest of the apparently hollow tower. The bookcases went all the way up too, with ladders and wooden walkways criss-crossing the space between them, and dotted all around were large reading platforms sticking out from the walls.
It was beautiful, but Victoria’s heart sank. How were they going to search it all? It would take them the rest of the night, and probably several nights after that.
“Well, we better get to it,” Susan said cheerfully, and she started climbing up a ladder. Victoria smiled. Trust Susan to just get on with the job.
They worked their way up, skimming their eyes over the titles of the books, looking under chair cushions and behind portrait frames. Occasionally, when she saw a book which seemed particularly Slytherin in nature, Victoria would pull at the book, half expecting a secret doorway to open, but she had no such luck. As they ascended the common room, they occasionally passed tall, arched windows which looked down upon the castle grounds. It was a stunning view, and more than once Victoria had to tear herself from a window to get back to searching.
An extra-large platform awaited them at the halfway point, and it was there that they discovered the doorways leading off the main tower into side turrets.
“The dorms, I reckon,” Susan said, keeping her voice low now that they were so close to the sleeping Ravenclaws.
Victoria pointed to an archway one level up. “Look, that one’s open.” It was set into the stone wall of the tower and was shrouded in shadow. “Let’s check it out.”
They ended up having to climb up two ladders, cross a walkway, then descend another ladder to get to the platform next to the arch. Despite getting closer, however, the darkness on the other side remained impenetrable.
“Lumos,” Victoria whispered, risking a very faint light. She crept forwards, ready to run for it if there were people on the other side, but there wasn’t anybody there. It took her eyes a moment to understand what she was seeing: it was a huge, dark room, much bigger than the tower they had left, and she was standing about half-way up its height on a stone platform.
She looked down and immediately knew where she was.
“Susan, it’s the library! Remember those alcoves we were wondering about? The ones no one can get to? Well, this is one of them!”
Susan followed her in and looked around in confusion. “But the library’s nowhere near the West Tower.”
“Well, the castle’s layout changes all the time, doesn’t it? I guess this isn’t so unusual, for Hogwarts,” Victoria replied. She stifled a yawn, fatigue suddenly catching up with her. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever stayed up this late.”
“And we’re only halfway up,” Susan said glumly. “I don’t think we’re doing this right.”
“I don’t understand why it’s so hard,” Victoria said with a sigh. “Hufflepuff was easy compared to this. We just had to ask the portrait and it gave us the pot.”
Susan’s eyes lit up. “That’s it!”
Victoria gave her a blank look, too tired to see the connection.
“Don’t you see? Help will always be given to those who ask for it in Hufflepuff,” Susan said, sounding as if she were quoting something. “Of course you just ask for it in Hufflepuff, that’s how Hufflepuff works. But it’s not how Ravenclaw works.”
“You’re saying... the challenges are like the houses themselves?” Victoria said, nodding her head as she thought it through. “In Hufflepuff you ask for help, because Hufflepuff’s all about loyalty and friendship. So in Ravenclaw…”
“You have to do something clever,” Susan completed, looking quite pleased with herself. But then her face fell. “But I don’t know how we do that. How do you do something clever with an empty room? Do you think we have to read a book?”
Victoria doubted it. Snape wouldn’t have set a challenge that could be solved simply by reading. They would have to prove themselves somehow, like answering a difficult question…
An idea came to her. “Do you think… the riddle? Could that have been the test?”
Susan gaped. “That’s got to be it! It’s so… well, Snape-ish. You come in, you search the place for hours, and all along the thing you’re looking for is back the way you came.”
They rushed back down the ladders, so excited that they barely cared about making noise. When they reached the bottom, Victoria swung the entrance open so that she faced the knocker.
“You have it, don’t you?” she asked. “The item Snape left for me? May I have it, please?”
“A riddle you answered, and entry was given,” the eagle said. “One riddle, one reward. Should you desire a further prize, another question must be answered.”
Victoria wanted to pull her hair out. She was so close! “Fine.”
The eagle cleared its throat. “One night, a king and a queen went into an empty castle. The next morning, three people came out. Who were they?”
Once again they were stumped.
“Did the king and queen have a baby, maybe?” Susan said, speculating out loud, but Victoria shook her head.
“I don’t think so.” She was beginning to understand the word games the knocker liked to play, and her excitement had properly woken her up. She could feel the wheels turning in the back of her mind, the answer coming to the tip of her tongue:
“The king, the queen, and the knight.”
Susan groaned the moment she heard the answer.
“Bravo,” the eagle said. “You may take your prize.” It opened its beak wide, and hidden within was a single acorn. Victoria snatched it up with glee.
“Now I’m level with the others,” she said, hugging Susan with joy. “Oh, thank you! I couldn’t have done it without you.”
“Just one left now,” Susan said. “If you can find Gryffindor first, you win!”
Victoria grinned. Soon the Restricted Section would be hers.






      

  











The Arrival of Happi








  Following the successful retrieval of the seed from Ravenclaw, Victoria was in such high spirits that not even the prospect of an afternoon with Hermione Granger could get her down. The next day, she made her way to the library with a spring in her step and quickly found Hermione in a reading alcove, surrounded by piles of books. The bushy-haired Gryffindor had clearly been working for some time, even though they had agreed to meet in the afternoon, because she had already filled endless inches of scroll with her elegant script.
“Finally here, are you?” Hermione said, moving some books to make room for Victoria. “Well, I’ve already done most of it. I suppose you’ll want to copy me.”
Victoria rolled her eyes. This was exactly why she’d been dreading working with Hermione. The girl had a very annoying habit of assuming what other people were thinking, pre-empting your side of a conversation before you even had the chance to speak. It led to very one-sided interactions, and reminded Victoria rather strongly of Emily from Little Whinging Primary, who had always ignored whatever she had to say.
Nonetheless, she took the offered seat and, as she unpacked her stationery, had a look at what Hermione had written. For a brief moment, she considered taking her up on the offer—there wasn’t much point in repeating work, and it was a group project after all—but she frowned as she read down Hermione’s sheet of parchment. It all sounded rather... familiar. Curious, she took her copy of Magical Drafts and Potions out of her bag and turned it to page eighty-two.
“Hermione, you’ve basically copied the textbook out line by line,” Victoria said, comparing the two side by side. Oh, Hermione’s words were different, but the information was all the same, exactly as it appeared in the textbook. “And this is far too long… Snape clearly said ten inches maximum, and you haven’t even finished yet!”
Hermione snatched her essay back. “It’s called paraphrasing,” she said, “and it’s exactly as long as it needs to be—all that information is vital.”
“Sorry, but I’m not copying that,” Victoria replied. “I might as well just hand in the textbook if I did. We’re supposed to be focusing on the key ingredient, not writing an epic about every step of the brew.”
“Well, excuse me for wanting to be comprehensive,” Hermione said. “Some of us do more than the minimum, you know.”
Victoria shook her head in exasperation, but didn’t respond any further. It wasn’t her responsibility to help Hermione get better marks, even if they were supposed to be collaborating.
After that, their work continued in silence. Victoria finished unpacking, removing several sheets of parchment from her parchment-book, setting up her ink pot and quill, and casting a charm to make faint guidelines draw themselves out on her parchment. She then turned back to her textbook.
The Arrival of Hapi was an ancient Egyptian potion, she read, which had been used for thousands of years to fertilise the soil after the flooding of the Nile. The magical government of Egypt had even managed to secure a special exemption to the International Statute of Secrecy to allow them to continue the practice with a weakened form of the potion. Apparently, the International Confederation of Wizards had been persuaded by Egypt’s argument that, should the tradition stop, the Muggles would grow suspicious when they discovered that the land was not as fertile as it used to be.
Unlike Hermione, Victoria decided against including all the history in her essay, limiting it to a short introduction. This wasn’t History of Magic, after all. Yet Hermione seemed to be particularly vindicated by how little Victoria was writing, smirking frequently at her almost-blank page.
“Sure you don’t need to copy mine?” Hermione asked.
It was true that Victoria took much longer to write than Hermione did, pausing between lines to leaf through different parts of her textbook and think. But she was happy with what she was putting together.
“I’m fine.”
She returned her attention to her textbook. The key ingredient to the Arrival of Hapi was the sap of a fig tree, which had to be ‘milked by two under the light of Mars’. The bulk of Victoria’s essay detailed the qualities of the fig: how its ability to grow in arid climates made it the perfect basis for a fertility potion; that the sap, which had to be extracted by doing violence to the plant, emphasised the cycle of life and death; and why, as a non-magical plant, it was incapable of fulfilling the role of a key ingredient in its natural state, but had to be imbued with magical significance through the ritualistic acts of a witch or wizard. She even dipped into her Charms textbook to write a section on how fertility magic called upon the elements of fire and earth.
“What’s this?” Hermione demanded, the next time she glanced at Victoria’s scroll. “That’s not in the book!”
“I felt it added something,” Victoria said, and then, because she couldn’t resist the chance to needle Hermione, she added, “you can copy it, if you like.”
Hermione looked scandalised at the very suggestion. “You can’t just make stuff up that’s not in the book! For all you know it could be completely wrong, and then what’d happen? Probably the potion would blow up in your face. So no, thank you, I won’t be copying it.”
Victoria shrugged. The section felt right to her. “Suit yourself.”
They handed their essays in during the next Potions class. Snape circulated the room, collecting them by hand, but he paused when he reached Hermione.
“What is this?” he asked, looking down at her homework. She was the only person who had filled multiple sheets of parchment, which she had bound together with red and gold ribbon.
To Hermione’s credit, she looked up at Snape without a hint of fear. “My homework, Professor. I know you said ten inches, but I added a bit extra to make sure I covered all the ingredients.”
Snape held up the bundle of parchment, his eyes skimming rapidly over the text. “I am not accustomed to having my instructions ignored, Miss Granger, and yet this is the third time you have exceeded the specified length. From now on, I shall be enforcing these requirements strictly.”
He then raised his wand and used it to cut the ribbon. Hermione gasped as all but the first page of her essay floated to the floor.
“Told you so,” Victoria whispered as Snape moved away.
Hermione was distraught. She remained distracted throughout the class, and Victoria was forced to correct her errors multiple times as they brewed the first stage of the potion.

  “... sprinkle, Granger! You have to sprinkle the rain water in...”


  “... clockwise is the other way...”


  “... that’s dung beetle, not scarab.”

It was a relief when the bell finally rang, but that relief was short-lived: once again, Victoria was stuck with Hermione for the next round of homework. It looked like they would be in the same pairs for the entire project. Snape distributed a fig pod to each pair and explained that they were to figure out how to extract the sap.
“Shall we meet outside the Gryffindor common room?” Victoria suggested as they left the laboratory, hoping to get at least something out of this relationship, but Hermione was on her guard.
“The library’s fine,” she said, her eyes narrowing with suspicion. “Same time on Sunday?”

Sunday arrived with high drama, as word quickly spread around the school that the Gamekeeper’s hut had exploded during the night. Luckily, the oversized Mr Hagrid had escaped with little more than a singed beard, but apparently there was now a small crater where his hut had been.
Victoria didn’t get to see it. She watched moodily as the Slytherin girls prepared to go out and investigate, wishing that she could go with them instead of doing Potions homework.
“Sure you can’t come?” Daphne asked while she wrapped herself in a scarf. “Everyone’s going to see it—won’t Granger understand if you skip your little library session? Didn’t you say you’d already figured it out, anyway?”
“I’d better get it done while I can,” Victoria said with a sigh. “It shouldn’t take too long, if Granger’s as infuriating as ever... maybe I’ll even be able to join you later.”
And so while the rest of the school was conducting an expedition across the grounds to see the remnants of Hagrid’s hut, Victoria was stuck in the library with Hermione. She watched with amusement as her partner raided the astronomy section, the stack of books wobbling precariously in her arms as she made her way back to their alcove.
“What are those all for?” Victoria asked, though she had a suspicion.
“Isn’t it obvious?” Hermione said. “The instructions say we have to extract the sap under the light of Mars. So we’d better figure out when Mars is brightest, don’t you think?”
Victoria, who had rather different ideas about how they should proceed, held back a cutting remark regarding Hermione’s reading comprehension. She would play along for now—it might even help. After all, the more frustrated Hermione got, the easier this would be. “If you say so.”
They unrolled a star chart and got to work, performing the complex geometry to predict the positions of the planets. It was thankless, repetitive work, and, as their answers showed Mars drifting further from the Earth as the year progressed, it became increasingly clear that Hermione’s proposed solution was hopeless.
“It doesn’t make any sense!” Hermione said, coming to the same conclusion not long after Victoria. “Mars was in opposition months ago, and Professor Snape said we’re brewing the next stage on Thursday. I don’t understand… we can’t just wait another year!”
Victoria snorted. “So much for it being obvious,” she said, throwing Hermione’s words back at her. “Now that you’ve finished wasting our time, can we get on with it?”
“Get on with what?” Hermione asked. “We’ve run out of ideas, haven’t we?”
“You’ve run out of ideas, I think you mean,” Victoria replied, “but for people who did the essay properly, it is obvious.”
Hermione’s cheeks reddened. “There wasn’t anything wrong with my essay!”
“Volume, Granger,” Victoria muttered. “I don’t think Madam Pince quite heard you.”
Hermione’s face just got redder. She lowered her voice to a stage whisper. “You started it! And Professor Snape is just very particular about what he wants. But you know, Professor McGonagall very much appreciates my essays. She always gives me extra marks.”
“Bully for you, but if there was nothing wrong with your essay, then how come we just wasted an hour with this?” Victoria gestured at the charts. “Admit it, Granger, you’re stumped and you need my help.”
“I need no such thing,” Hermione hissed. “And you’ve given me no reason to believe you even could help! Oh, it’s easy to sit back and criticise, but if you actually knew what to do, you’d be doing it already! Who would have thought the Girl Who Lived would be so stuck up? I suppose it’s inevitable, really. You’re just like all the other Slytherin girls, nasty and—”
Hermione was cut short when Victoria picked up the fig pod, held it over a conical beaker, and crushed it within her hand. To Hermione’s clear incredulity, the white sap came pouring out, far more than the fruit should have been able to hold, running between Victoria’s fingers into the beaker.
“Thanks for your help,” Victoria said with satisfaction, before pulling out a handkerchief to wipe off her fingers. “You played your part rather well, I think.”
Hermione looked stunned. “I… but… what just happened? How did you get the sap? It’s daytime, for goodness’ sake.”
“It’s a fertility potion,” Victoria explained. “That means it needs some fire to give it the power of new life. That’s where Mars comes in, don’t you see? Mars is aggression and discord and war. So if you crush the fruit under the influence of Mars, you give it the power of fire. I just needed you to get angry.” She smirked. “Luckily, you’re very easy to wind up.”
“But… where did you read that?” Hermione said. “Because I did end up reading the bit about fire in the Charms book. Just to be, um, comprehensive. But it didn’t say anything about that.”
Her hands now clean, Victoria put a stopper in the beaker before transferring it to her bag. “I just kinda figured it out, I guess.”
She half-expected Hermione to react with derision, accusing her of making stuff up again. But this time, faced with a beaker indisputably full of sap, she just looked forlorn. “I don’t understand,” Hermione repeated, her voice soft. It might have been the first time she’d uttered those words in her life.
Victoria continued packing away her things. “Cheer up, Hermione! We’re onto an Outstanding here. Now, I don’t know about you, but I’m gonna go check out Hagrid’s hut.”

As the week wore on, Victoria began to spot the signs that her classmates were figuring out the sap. Dean Thomas and Vincent Crabbe had bruises on their faces, apparently having resorted to Muggle duelling to invoke Mars, and on Wednesday evening Daphne had to coax Pansy out of the bathroom, where she had been crying for hours after Lavender Brown told her she was too ugly to ever model for Twilfitt and Tattings.
It was, Victoria reflected, a rather cruel potion to set as homework, and though its effects were undeniably useful, she couldn’t help but think that Snape had selected it mostly for the effect it would have on the class. She was therefore quite grateful when the final day of brewing arrived, after which they could all go back to working with their friends and ignoring their enemies.
With the finish line in sight, and spurred on by the thought of never having to work together again, for once Victoria and Hermione operated like a well-trimmed broom. They were perfectly in sync as they sliced and diced, stirred and poured, and soon enough their potion began to take shape.
Snape passed by their table, taking a moment to peer inside their cauldron to see a pearly white liquid bubbling away, just as the instructions said. Soon it would reduce in volume to the size of a teaspoon.
“An adequate attempt. Five points to Slytherin.”
Victoria glanced at Hermione: her eyes were alight with indignation at the one-sided allocation of points, but she was clearly smart enough to keep her mouth shut.
In order to test their potions, that afternoon Professor Snape took the class on a short field trip to the nearby Hogsmeade Farm. A small fleet of horseless carriages awaited them outside the Entrance Hall; they scrambled into them with raucous squabbling, everyone trying to get a seat with their best friends.
Victoria sat with Pansy, Daphne and Tracey. The four girls had even managed to smuggle some lemon drizzle cake out of the Great Hall, the sharing of which was made considerably more difficult by their lack of a knife. Crumbs flew everywhere as the carriage wobbled down the cobbled path, past the school gates and towards Hogsmeade. They swung off the main road just as they were approaching the train station, heading down a narrow track which took them south, clear of the village and into the wilderness. The view on both sides of the lane was obscured by a wall of gnarled Scots pine, their evergreen canopies forming a tunnel through which the carriages travelled. The cold winter sun glinted through the leaves, and here and there a break in the foliage afforded them a view into the fields beyond, full of unnaturally huge cabbages and leeks.
“Look!” Daphne said, pointing out the window to a field of grazing animals. They looked like shaggy-haired cows, only twice as large and with a pair of long, dangerous-looking horns. “Bicorns! Oh, they’re so cute!”
Victoria laughed. “Sure, from here they’re cute. Bet you wouldn’t want to get near them, though. Those horns look vicious.”
“They’re quite harmless, really,” Pansy said, causing the girls to all look at her in surprise. She had never before shown any interest in animals. “What? One of father’s tenants has a herd. Back when I was little, we used to help them collect the horns after shedding season. They’re perfectly friendly, so long as you don’t let them see you taking the horns away.”
Eventually they pulled up outside an old stone farmhouse. It was set back from the lane in a clearing surrounded by weeping willows, their drooping branches for the winter, and chickens roamed the yard freely.
Snape walked along the line of carriages, banging his hand against the sides. “Out!”
As they were clambering down, the barking of dogs announced the arrival of the farmer, who emerged from the house accompanied by six crups. Crups were magical dogs which resembled overgrown Jack Russell terriers—or at least they did once their wizard-owner had cut off one of their two tails. It made Victoria sad to think of the happy little puppies with two wagging tails, unsuspecting that one of them was soon to be removed, but dogs with two tails were considered a risk to the Statute of Secrecy. Crups were also renowned for their loyalty towards wizards; the six of them circled the farmer protectively as he approached Professor Snape.
“Severus!” the farmer cried, and the two embraced in greeting. He was a young, burly man who dwarfed Snape in both height and width, with a shaggy beard and messy hair. Pansy and Daphne shared a look and giggled.
Snape turned to address the class.
“This is Mr Selwyn, whose family has owned Hogsmeade farm for generations. He has kindly allowed us to use one of his fields for our little demonstration, and I expect you to return his generosity with respect. You are not to disturb the animals or wander off into other fields. Step one toe out of line and it’ll be detention for a month, am I understood?”
The class murmured its assent. They then proceeded to follow Selwyn and Snape down another lane, this one even narrower and muddier, to Pansy’s great dismay.
“Oh no!” she moaned, looking mournfully at her feet. She had worn her normal school shoes for the trip, and they were already caked in mud. “They could’ve warned us!”
“What did you expect on a farm?” Daphne said with a laugh. She tugged Pansy forward, dragging her through a deep puddle. Daphne herself was wearing a pair of knee-high boots.
“Thanks for that,” Pansy said sarcastically. “Now my feet are wet and dirty instead of just dirty.”
There were no crops growing in the field Selwyn led them to, which was little more than a vast rectangle of mud with intermittent tufts of long grass. Victoria supposed he wouldn’t want them testing out their amateurish potions on prime fertile ground.
“I’ll leave you here, shall I?” Selwyn said, and he winked at them as he departed. “Don’t mind old Severus here, his bark’s worse than his bite!”
Snape glowered at Selwyn’s retreating back.
“Now for the moment of truth,” he said once they were alone. “Let’s see if any of you have managed to successfully brew the Arrival of Hapi… Weasley, Bulstrode, we’ll start with that travesty you call a potion.”
Snape used a pipette to cast the smallest drop of the virulent green mixture onto the soil, which immediately sizzled like a frying pan. Smoke rose in faint whisps as the ground blackened and produced a tar-like smell.
“Poor,” Snape announced, producing a sheet of parchment to note their failing grade. Ron didn’t look surprised, but Millicent’s face fell in dismay. “Inadequate potency, and the effect was reversed. I suspect you failed to properly counteract the toxic nature of the fig sap. Malfoy, tell the class how this is achieved.”
Draco stood up straighter beneath Snape’s gaze. “The daisy flower, sir, which should be dropped whole into the potion as soon as the sap is added.”
Snape nodded. “Good—five points to Slytherin. Now... who would like to go next?”
One by one the potions were tested. Most were awful, blackening the ground like Millicent’s, and Neville’s even caused an evil-looking plant to sprout, its thorns dripping with blood. Snape rapidly dispatched it with a blast of purple fire, leaving an ugly scar on the ground and earning Neville a Troll, a grade so poor that Victoria had thought it a student legend.
Some potions fared better. Daphne and Parvati’s released a sweet, summery smell when it was tested, with a single blade of grass poking its head up out of the mud. That won them an Acceptable. It was Draco and Seamus’ potion which was awarded the first Exceeds Expectations after it grew an entire patch of grass, though they had points taken off for the fact that the grass was full of weeds. Finally it was Victoria and Hermione’s turn, their potion practically glowing in its tiny glass vial.
Victoria watched nervously as Snape extracted a single drop. Was the glowing good? The book hadn’t said anything about it. Had they added a large enough daisy? Would it matter that Hermione hadn’t sprinkled all the rainwater?
The drop fell. The moment it hit the ground, the plants around them started to grow at an unbelievable pace, like someone had set the world to fast-forward. The class gasped; all across the field, an entire lawn of grass was shooting up through the thick mud; then the hedges marking the boundary burst into bloom, with succulent, fat blackberries developing in seconds. Even the dark, cracked soil left by the other potions healed—all but the scar left by Neville’s monstrous creation, which endured without change, a spider’s web of blood-red veins caked into the earth.
The growth stopped again after a matter of mere seconds, but they now found themselves transported from winter to spring, the field full of grass and flowers—and unfortunately, plenty of weeds. The class erupted into applause; Victoria was grinning so hard that her cheeks hurt. Hermione was actually crying.
“Outstanding,” Snape muttered, writing the grade onto the parchment as if this were no more impressive than any of the other potions. “As with Malfoy and Finnegan, the potion lacks specificity. Notice the weeds, the overly long grass. Yet it must be admitted that its potency is… unusual.”
His dark eyes met Victoria’s own. There was a contemplative look in his gaze which made her distinctly uncomfortable—she broke the eye contact, unable to meet the intensity of Snape’s sudden attention.
She was rescued from further examination by Selwyn’s return to their field.
“By Jove! What a sight that is!” he cried, hopping over the stile with a three-legged goat draped across his broad shoulders. He looked around with a wide smile, before stooping down to rub some of the soil between his fingers. “Beautiful! Ten years you’ve been bringing the kids down here, Severus, but not once have I seen this. Who’s the budding potioneer?”
All eyes turned to Victoria. Hermione stepped forward to stand next to her, but no one seemed to notice.
“Ah.” Selwyn’s smile no longer made it to his eyes. “Yes, of course. We should expect no less from the girl who bested the Dark Lord. I suppose thanks are in order. You… have my gratitude.”






      

  











Into the Fire








  Whispers followed Victoria back to the castle. Word of her potion quickly spread, and suddenly it was like she had just arrived at Hogwarts all over again, with curious stares and pointed fingers down every hallway. The difference this time was that Victoria actually found herself enjoying the attention. It wasn’t like Voldemort’s fall, or the troll, which both happened to her. No, this time Victoria had done something worthy of notice all on her own.
She pretended to be above it all—no one liked a show-off—but she was distinctly aware that people were looking at her at all times. She found herself regularly checking her reflection in windows, just to make sure her hair was still okay, and she had Susan report on any interesting comments she may have overheard.
It didn’t last. A first year could only hold the older students’ interest for so long, even if she was the Girl Who Lived, and the rumour mill moved on after a couple of weeks. Normality was restored, and for a time Victoria busied herself with her usual routine of attending classes, doing her homework, and generally immersing herself in magic, making time here and there for Susan and the Slytherin girls.
She made a few attempts to find the Gryffindor common room with Susan, even returning to a bit of castanology, but she was beginning to suspect that Divination was not as useful as she had first believed. The final common room remained elusive, not only to Victoria but clearly to Pansy and Daphne too, and as the Easter holidays approached she began to wonder if any of the Slytherins would be able to solve Snape’s challenge before the year was out.
That all changed during Charms on the Tuesday before Easter.
“We begin today’s class with a bit of history,” Professor Flitwick said, his voice unusually sombre. “Long ago, before wizards and Muggles parted ways, it was common practice for Muggles to hunt wizards and burn them for the crime of witchcraft. You’ll know this from History of Magic. But what you may not know is that in the year 1590, a first-year Hogwarts student named Alanis Muir was burned at the stake. She was no older than you are now.”
The class was silent. Victoria couldn’t help but think of the Dursleys and their obsession with normality. If she had lived in a different era, would that have been her fate?
“Back in those days, Hogwarts students were not taught the Flame-Freezing Charm until second year,” Flitwick continued. “And so poor Alanis Muir had no defence against the fire. You see, the vast majority of these so-called witch burnings actually targeted Muggles, and on the rare occasion that a real wizard or witch was accused, they could simply escape, or otherwise fake their death. The execution of a real witch, and a young one at that, deeply shocked the wizarding world. It was resolved that never again would a wizarding child be allowed to suffer such a fate. And so today, as has been the tradition for hundreds of years, we shall learn the Flame-Freezing Charm.”
Professor Flitwick proceeded to show them the wand movements and incantation. “We studied the Fire-Starting Charm in detail last month, so you should know more than enough about fire to pick this up quickly,” he explained. “Just remember that your wand position will change, depending on whether you’re casting the charm on yourself or an object.”
They split up into pairs to practice the spell. Professor Flitwick distributed crucibles and a collection of random objects to each pair. The idea was for the class to cast the charm on the objects and then place them over a fire. If their spellwork had been successful, the objects would not burn.
Cries of “Incendio!” went around the room as everyone lit fires in their crucibles. Victoria simply clapped her hands twice; a fierce flame sprang up immediately.
“Show-off,” Susan muttered, before placing a tripod over the flame. “Do you want to go first? Might as well get it out of the way.”
Victoria shrugged. “Sure.” She picked out a ball of screwed-up parchment and tapped it with her wand. “Immunignis!” 
There was no visual sign that the spell had been successful, but many charms worked that way, so Susan placed the parchment onto the tripod to see what happened. They waited for a moment, watching for the tell-tale curling up of the parchment at the edges, but none appeared. The charm had worked.
“Okay, my turn!” Susan said cheerfully, taking the parchment off the tripod. “Oh, it’s hot! Weird…”
“It makes sense,” Victoria said, touching the parchment gingerly to feel the rapidly dissipating heat. “The charm doesn’t change the fire, does it? It’s still fire, so the object is still hot. It’s just that being hot isn’t harmful anymore. So if you touch it and you’re not protected, you can still feel the heat coming off it.”
Susan got the spell on her first try too, sticking her tongue out at Victoria when her wooden figurine resisted all damage. They then set themselves to the task of trying the spell on objects of increasing size.
Across the classroom, Justin Finch-Fletchley raised his hand. He was a Hufflepuff who had been due to attend Eton, before his parents had discovered that he was a wizard.
“Professor?” he called. “How hot can you go before the charm fails? Like, would it protect you from, say, lava?”
“An excellent question!” Flitwick said, though Victoria thought it was a bit stupid. Wasn’t the answer obvious? “The simple answer is that the charm protects you from all heat. As with many protective charms, it works on an immunity basis… temperature is simply not relevant.”
Once the class was comfortable with casting the charm on objects, they progressed to a rather more nerve-wracking affair: casting the charm on themselves. Professor Flitwick insisted upon supervising them closely for this exercise, so only one pair was allowed to practice at a time. They went to the Professor’s desk in turns, where they would cast the charm under his keen eye before putting their hand into the fire.
While this was going on, the rest of the class was left to their own devices. Technically they were supposed to be practising, but so long as they didn’t get too raucous, Professor Flitwick was happy for them to move around the class, visiting their friends to chat. It was one of the reasons that everyone loved Charms.
Pansy and Daphne dragged their chairs over to Susan and Victoria’s table.
“May we join you?” Pansy asked, proper as always. Daphne was already sitting down, not waiting for permission.
“Sure,” Susan said with a shrug. She cast the charm on a block of chocolate and put it over the fire. Sure enough, the chocolate remained solid. “I wonder what’d happen if you ate it. Would it just get stuck inside you, unable to melt?”
“Ew,” Daphne said, scrunching up her face. “No thanks.”
They were interrupted by shrieking laughter—Hannah Abbott, taking her turn with Flitwick, had put her hand into the fire. Apparently it tickled.
Taking advantage of the distraction, Pansy leaned forwards as if to share a secret. It was a familiar code; the others quickly ducked their heads to join the huddle. “So Vicky,” she whispered. “How’s Gryffindor going?”
The question was surprising—it was the first time Pansy had openly acknowledged that they were in competition. Suspicious of a trick, Victoria gave an evasive answer.
 “Well, I haven’t won yet, have I?”
“Exactly,” Daphne said. “Obviously you don’t know where Gryffindor is. We do. So let’s make a deal.”
Victoria’s heart fell: once again they had beaten her to the location. Just how were they doing it? She was fairly certain now that they weren’t using divination—at least, not any form of divination she was familiar with.
“Wait,” Susan said. “If you know where it is, why make a deal? Why not just go yourselves?”
“And risk getting caught and disqualified?” Daphne said.
Pansy nodded. “We’re in the lead, we’re not going to just throw that away. But you need our help to find it. So here’s the deal: we’ll tell you where Gryffindor is, and how to get in, if you go in first. You tell us if the coast is clear, and if it is, we go get the object together.”
“And if it’s not?” Victoria said.
“If it’s not, you get disqualified and we try another day.”
It sounded like Victoria would be taking all the risk in this plan. Could she really trust them? “So what, we just persuade Snape to let us share the prize?”
Pansy laughed. “Er, no. I get the prize, and I promise to share it with you next year, one week a month.”
“That’s not fair!” Susan interrupted. “There’s three of you, she should get it one third of the month!”
“So find Gryffindor all on your own,” Pansy said with a shrug. “Good luck with that. But if you want our help, you get one week a month.”
Victoria hesitated. Would Pansy really share access to the Restricted Section, once the pass was in her hands? There wouldn’t be anything Victoria could do about it if she went back on her word. It wasn’t like Snape would be interested—if anything, he’d mock her for having made such a bad deal. All in all, it sounded like a very bad idea.
And yet… she was forced to admit that she was unlikely to find Gryffindor without their help, and definitely not before they went in themselves. Having the pass for one week a month wasn’t that bad, really. Certainly it was enough to find some books on alchemy.
“I don’t really have a choice, do I?” Victoria said at last. “So, how do we do this?”

They would execute the plan that afternoon, while most of the school was outside for Flying. Though the older students were permitted to skip Flying if they wished, in reality many of them chose to continue with it, and those few who did excuse themselves were likely to be in the library. It was, Pansy reasoned, the best time to break into Gryffindor.
The plan also allowed little time for Victoria to back out, if she were to have second thoughts. As she and Susan walked down the path to the quidditch stadium, they agonised over the deal.
“I don’t know about this,” Susan said. “The whole thing depends on you trusting Pansy. I know you’re friends and all, but you must have noticed that she’s not… well, she’s not the nicest girl in the school, is she?”
Victoria sighed. “Maybe not, but she’s nice to me. Like you say, we’re friends… I don’t think she’d go back on the deal. Why would she, anyway? She barely reads, so it’s not like she needs to hold onto the pass. She’ll probably take one or two books out, just to show off that she can, then forget about the whole thing.”
“I’m not sure that’s how Pansy thinks,” Susan said. “She’d keep the pass just for the sake of holding it over you. She likes to boss people around, doesn’t she? She’s not going to let you have the pass for free if she can make you do stuff for it.”
“I am doing stuff for it! This whole plan is me doing something for it!”
“But will she stop there?” Susan asked. She glanced around conspiratorially, checking that they couldn’t be overheard. “Have you considered… just taking it for yourself? After they show you to Gryffindor and give you the password, that’s when they need you. If you wanted, you could just go in, take whatever Snape’s hidden there and run off. You’d have a head start.”
It was a thought which had already occurred to Victoria. She couldn’t deny that it was tempting… the best way to avoid being betrayed would be to betray them first. Once she had rushed to Snape with the three objects, the challenge would be over and she’d have the pass, which she could then deign to share with Pansy when she felt like it. But the whole idea made Victoria extremely uncomfortable.
“They’re my friends,” she insisted, and there was a note of finality to her voice. She’d come to a decision without even realising it. “I can’t stab them in the back just because I’m afraid they might stab me in the back. What if they do mean to play fair and share the pass with me, like they say? Then I’m the bad guy, not Pansy.”
Decision made, they reunited with Pansy and Daphne in the changing rooms, where they quickly changed into their flying robes. Victoria had long since shed any embarrassment over the shared changing room—even Hermione no longer waited until everyone had left—and she quite casually walked past a group of changing boys towards the mirrors, where the girls gathered to fix their hair.
Daphne sighed as Victoria curled her plait up into a bun, surreptitiously using her powers to tighten the knot. “How do you have such perfect hair every day?”
“That’s rich, coming from you,” Pansy said. Unlike the other girls, she didn’t change her hair for Flying. Her sole concession was the use of a headband, which she wore a couple inches behind her fringe, where it would likely fall off if she ever actually ran properly. “I swear on Friday you just rolled out of bed and your hair still looked great.”
“That’s different,” Daphne said. “It’s still messy, it’s just that it’s meant to be that way. But Vicky here never gets messy hair. It’s unnatural.”
Victoria laughed. “Well, I’d hate to do anything unnatural. You know, being a witch at a magic school.”
Once they were ready, they made their way outside, where Madam Hooch sent them on the customary warm-up run around the lake. This was their chance to escape: the run was long, unsupervised, and passed by the school. Even better, after the run was complete, everyone would be split into groups for activities led by the prefects. Each prefect would simply assume that they had been assigned to a different group.
It was a pretty good plan. Of course, running with Pansy meant that it took far longer than normal, as she refused to move at any speed faster than a light jog, but even with that set back, soon enough their feet were tap-tapping over the wooden planks of the bridge to the owlery. From there it was a rocky but downhill run towards the castle’s eastern wall, through the gate, past the greenhouses and—with a look around to make sure no one was watching—inside the school via a side-entrance.
“Good luck!” Susan called as they parted ways. “See you in the Restricted Section!”
Daphne took the lead once they were inside the castle. She marched them through the halls on a convoluted route, at some points even going in circles, but slowly they were making their way upwards to the seventh floor.
“You have to take this route,” she explained, “otherwise the entrance won’t appear.”
Finally they arrived, passing through the Room of Clocks to emerge onto a landing at the top of a stairwell.
“That’s it,” Daphne said, pointing at a tall portrait of a fat woman. “You just have to give the password and the portrait will open.”
Victoria steeled herself, mentally preparing for the disappointment of being discovered. It could be over very soon, if anyone was waiting on the other side. “What’s the password?”
“Pig snout,” Pansy said, and the Fat Lady must have heard, because her portrait swung open like a door. “Go on, then. Have a look.”
Moving cautiously, Victoria poked her head around the door frame. The Gryffindor common room was a cosy affair, with a roaring fire and many clusters of armchairs around coffee tables. Tapestries hung from the walls, with tall windows between them looking down onto the grounds. Brooms were resting against the walls next to many of the windows, and Victoria realised that the windows were actually doors. 
So far as she could see, there was no one there. She stepped further into the room so as to see all the nooks and crannies.
“It’s empty,” she called back to the girls. “And very… red.”
Pansy and Daphne followed her in, looking around in curiosity.
“This is nice,” Daphne said, a note of surprise in her voice. “Who knew Gryffindors had such good taste?”
“And no wonder they’re beating us at Quidditch,” Pansy said, pointing out the brooms, “they must get so much extra practice. It’s basically cheating… I wonder if Marcus knows.”
“Never mind that,” Victoria said, “we have to find Snape’s object before someone comes back.”
Daphne sighed. “I always hate this part.”
She and Pansy got to work searching the common room, as Victoria had done in Hufflepuff and Ravenclaw. But she knew better now: the means of uncovering the object always reflected the House’s qualities. Hufflepuff had depended on openness and honesty, Ravenclaw on cleverness. Surely Gryffindor’s object would take an act of bravery to win—or, knowing Snape, stupidity.
Her eyes were drawn to the windows. “I wonder if we have to jump out.”
“Jump?” Pansy said incredulously. “Are you insane?”
Victoria explained her reasoning, no longer caring about keeping her knowledge a secret. The longer they stayed in the common room, the more they all risked getting caught.
“I really wish we’d known that earlier,” Daphne moaned. “We spent hours in Hufflepuff.”
“But I doubt Snape would want us to jump off a tower,” Pansy added. She peered through one of the windows. “It’s a long way down and we don’t know how to fly.”
Even if jumping out the window was a bit extreme, Victoria was sure she was thinking along the right lines. She cast her gaze around the room, looking for anything that would involve obvious bravery. The sword on the wall, perhaps? Or maybe they had to risk discovery even further by entering one of the dorms?
Her eyes landed on the fire.
“That’s it!” she said, “what if the object’s inside the fire?”
Pansy groaned. “Of course it’d be that.”
Victoria knew how she felt: they had all left Charms able to cast the Flame-Freezing Charm, but that had been with Professor Flitwick on hand to help them if anything went wrong. If their spell failed here it would mean serious burns.
“I’ll do it,” Victoria found herself saying. She walked over to the hearth and was suddenly, painfully conscious of just how hot it was. Even from several feet away, she could feel the dry heat radiating outwards.
“Thanks, Vicky,” Pansy said. “You’re a good sport—we’ll remember that.”
“Be careful,” Daphne added, a hint of worry in her voice.
Victoria drew her wand and made the movements. “Immunignis!” Immediately the sense of heat vanished, replaced with a slight, ticklish tingle on her skin. “Here goes nothing.”
She stuck her arm into the fire: the tingle intensified, but she felt no pain, nor did her skin blacken or her robes catch on fire. Victoria sagged in relief; she hadn’t realised how tense she was. Confidence growing, she stepped into the hearth, which was more than big enough to accommodate her height. She kept walking forwards, unable to see clearly due to the smoke and the bright flames, but it was obvious that the fire went back much further than it should have.
After a few more steps she emerged from the other side into a small, hidden chamber. Medieval weapons in wooden racks were arrayed all around her, but Victoria only had eyes for the table at the centre of the room. On it rested a collection of small glass spheres, each one of them glimmering with a fickle golden light. Though she’d never seen one, she immediately knew what they were: decanted sunlight, a rare potions ingredient.
She grabbed three of them and returned the way she’d come, remembering just in time to test that the charm was still in place before walking into the flames. Soot and smoke obscured her vision once again, and then she was stepping back into the common room.
Pansy was waiting on the other side, her wand raised.

  “Petrificus totalus!”

Victoria’s whole body went rigid: her legs were forcefully pushed together; her arms snapped to her sides; her back stiffened. The glass spheres fell to the floor with her wand, and Victoria followed them soon afterwards, her body toppling over like a plank of wood.
Luckily she fell into a soft, fluffy rug, but it still hurt. She couldn’t even call out in pain, since her jaw was as rigid as the rest of her. All she could see was the rug, until Daphne gently rolled her over so that she was staring at the vaulted ceiling. The sound of glass on glass came from nearby: no doubt that was Pansy pocketing the decanted sunlight.
Victoria was furious with herself. Her vision blurred as tears came, but she blinked them back, her eyelids one of the few things she could move.
Why had she trusted them? Susan had warned her of this, though even she hadn’t anticipated Pansy making a move while they were still in Gryffindor tower. They’d been so focused on whether Pansy would share the pass after the challenge was complete that they’d completely overlooked an earlier betrayal.
“No hard feelings,” Daphne said from above her. She didn’t look Victoria in the eyes. “We just couldn’t risk you getting to Snape first. You really were a good sport… we’ve left you your orb, since you’ve earned it.”
“Not that it’ll do you any good, once we have the prize,” Pansy said, stepping into her field of vision. “Still, it might be a nice paper weight.”
If Victoria could have spoken, she would have asked them why. It was so unfair! She’d helped them, they’d had a deal! But she couldn’t speak. All she could do was moan angrily.
“Sorry for this last part, too,” Daphne said, “but we can’t risk you undoing the jinx and beating us to Snape.“ She cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted at the top of her voice: “Help! Help!”
They ran from the common room, leaving Victoria alone. A moment later, the sound of hurried steps came down one of the staircases. Someone was coming! She was going to be caught! Her heart skipped a beat, the panic almost overwhelming, but she had just enough presence of mind to push with her powers. It was just in time. The steps emerged into the common room, paused, and then there was a gasp.
“Hermione?” said a male voice. More steps, before a lanky redhead appeared above her. It was Percy Weasley, the fifth-year prefect. “What on earth…? Finite Incantatem!”
Victoria gasped as her body relaxed. Then came the pain, like blood returning to a dead leg, a rush of feeling and wobbly, barely-there strength.
“Here, let me help you up,” Percy said. He placed his hand behind her neck and helped her struggle into a sitting position, her back against an armchair. “Who did this to you, Hermione? I know the Petrification Jinx when I see it. That’s not magic you mess around with. If I hadn’t found you… well, whoever did this will be suspended, mark my words.”
“Thanks,” Victoria croaked. She had to be careful: she might have copied Hermione’s face, but she couldn’t mimic her accent, and Hermione’s Received Pronunciation was rather more refined than Victoria’s Estuary English. She needed to get away from Percy before he realised something was wrong. Plus, Victoria thought, if she acted quickly, she might still be able to beat Pansy and Daphne to Snape. What justice that would be, if she managed to get the pass first!
“I didn’t see who did it,” she said, trying to sound posher than normal. She picked up her decanted sunlight and wand while thinking of a Hermione-ish excuse to leave. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to go write a very long essay.”
She scrambled to her feet.
“What? But we need to report this to Professor McGonagall! Not to mention get you to the Hospital Wing...”
“Sorry, gotta go!” Victoria interrupted, quickly making her retreat. “That essay won’t write itself!”
She practically ran from the common room, not even shutting the portrait behind her, and sped through the castle, hoping that Pansy and Daphne would take their time to find Snape. How long had it been since they had left? A couple of minutes? Surely she could catch up to them.
Her route took her back towards the ground floor and then into the dungeons, jumping down staircases three steps at a time, taking every shortcut she knew. Snape’s office was just down the hall from the Slytherin common room, she was almost there—
She burst into his office with the barest hint of a knock, but Pansy and Daphne had beaten her there.
“... as you can see, it’s completely useless,” Snape was saying. He was sitting at his desk with the girls opposite him. In his hands he held the flowerpot, the seed, and the sunlight. Victoria kicked herself; not only had they beaten her to Snape, she had also forgotten to bring the other items!
“I don’t recall inviting you into my office, Potter,” Snape said. Daphne twisted in her chair to look at Victoria in shock, but Pansy didn’t turn. “But no matter... I was just finishing with Parkinson and Greengrass here. As I was saying, you have failed to bring me the required object, and as such I have no choice but to disqualify you from the challenge.”
All three girls gasped. Hope filled Victoria once more, though it was laced with confusion. She had exactly the same objects as they did, and she knew for a fact that they had been correctly retrieved from the common rooms. What were they missing?
Snape passed the objects back to Pansy. “Let this be a lesson to you: in the future, it would be wise not to prematurely declare a task complete. Patience will often serve you better than haste. Now, Potter, what is it you want?”
Victoria gripped the glass sphere in her robe pocket. “Um, never mind. Just, uh, collecting Daphne and Pansy here. For… flying class.”
Snape raised an eyebrow.
“Very well. But you’d better figure it out soon, Potter. It’s between you and Malfoy, now.”






      

  











An Uncivil Easter








  The Easter holidays arrived, and with them came a week of glorious sunshine, all thanks to the Minister for Magic, who had apparently managed to persuade the Americans into trading a whole week of Californian sun for a measly bit of Scottish rain. It was quite the coup, and when the papers arrived at breakfast—as usual, in a flock of owls—they were uncharacteristically full of praise for the Ministry.
Victoria never usually paid much attention to the papers, but her eye was caught when she glimpsed a picture of none other than Cornelius Fudge on the front page of the Daily Prophet, the same man she had met the previous summer at a Muggle ball.
“Hang on, I know him!” she said, leaning across to read over Draco’s shoulder. ‘FUDGE WINS A SCORCHER’, the headline read. “Isn’t he the Minister for Transport?”
Draco snorted. “What? Don’t be ridiculous; he’s the Minister for Magic.”
Her mouth hung open in shock as all the pieces fell into place in her mind. It made so much sense: why Fudge had known her name, how he had recognised her use of magic, and his knowledge of her parents’ deaths. He had been a wizard all along!
Still, she couldn’t help but wonder why Fudge had been at that ball in the first place. Surely the Minister for Magic wouldn’t have gone to a ball just to meet her?
She leaned back and glanced down the table. Half of Slytherin were unfurling papers and magazines, all of them effusive with praise for the Ministry. “CROUCH COMEBACK?” read the headline of the Hogsmeade Herald, crediting the good fortune to the Head of the Department of International Magical Cooperation, and the Sunday Sorcerer promised readers a pull-out primer on the use of fire charms for barbecuing. Even Daphne’s copy of Witch Weekly was a special beachwear edition, full of designs produced by the siren communities of the Mediterranean.
Normally, Victoria would have joined the others in excitedly pouring over the magazine, but these were not normal times: she was ignoring Pansy and Daphne. She felt that this was a just punishment for their betrayal in Gryffindor tower. She avoided talking with them whenever she could, sat as far from them as possible in the Great Hall and in the common room, and she was getting up early each morning just so she didn’t run into Pansy in the bathroom.
However, ignoring two of your closest friends did present some practical difficulties, and breakfast was no exception. As Victoria turned her attention back towards her toast, she noticed that the jam was resting in front of Pansy, several places down the table and tantalisingly out of reach.
Unfortunately for Tracey, she had inherited the position of go-between.
“Tracey, could you pass the jam, please?”
Tracey rolled her eyes. “Pass the jam, Pansy.”
Without looking up from Daphne’s magazine, Pansy pushed the raspberry jam forward, which Tracey in turn delivered up the table. Victoria took it with a scowl. Pansy knew she hated raspberry jam. It had all those little seeds in it that got stuck in your teeth.
“Tracey, please pass the strawberry jam.”
Pansy responded before Tracey could even open her mouth. “Uh, do I look like a house-elf? Get your own jam.” She still hadn’t looked up from the magazine.
And that was the most frustrating thing. For all that Victoria was working hard to ignore Pansy, the girl didn’t seem to have noticed. At least Daphne had the courtesy to realise she was being ignored, but Pansy was just continuing on as normal, completely oblivious to her punishment, without a single acknowledgement of her wrongdoing.
She increasingly reminded Victoria of the girls back at Little Whinging Primary. Of course Pansy didn’t notice that Victoria was ignoring her—she had never really paid attention to her in the first place. It was going to take a particularly persistent course of the silent treatment for the message to get through.
Life went on. Winter robes were packed away and summer robes came out of their trunks, a white dress robe with a gingham print in Slytherin green. As the days passed, Victoria’s anger began to cool, transforming into a simmering resentment. She just didn’t understand why Pansy and Daphne had felt the need to ruin everything. Why couldn’t they have worked together and shared the prize?
She eventually decided that the problem was not that they had tricked her or tried to win the challenge—they had been in competition from the start, after all. The problem was the way they had done it. If they had simply run off with the glass sphere, trying to get to Snape first, that would have been a fair race. It was quite another thing to jinx her when she didn’t even have a chance to defend herself. She could have got into real trouble, had she been found in Gryffindor tower. Only her metamorphmagus abilities had saved her from a detention.
What made the matter even worse was that Victoria felt that her own stupidity was partly to blame. She should have listened to Susan. Hadn’t she warned Victoria not to trust them? It wasn’t a mistake she intended to repeat.
As a result of her strained relationships with Pansy and Daphne, Victoria was now spending a lot more time with Susan. A week into the holidays, the two of them had a picnic on Easter Sunday, finding a large, flat rock overlooking the lake where they could spread out a blanket and sit down. It was a cosy spot, out of sight of the castle due to the slope behind them, which also served to protect them from the wind.
They had brought quite the feast with them, a hamper full of cucumber sandwiches, chipolatas on cocktail sticks, a thick slice of quiche, a flask of pumpkin juice and, to follow, a couple of fruit scones with clotted cream and strawberry jam. They hadn’t even needed to smuggle the food out of the Great Hall, as lunch during the holiday was a relaxed affair, more of a buffet than a meal, and students were allowed to take the food away with them.
While they ate, they puzzled over Snape’s challenge.
“Obviously the seed goes into the flowerpot,” Victoria said, using one hand to stick the acorn into the potted soil while holding a sandwich in the other, “but what next? Do I break the sunlight open? That makes sense, right? Plants need sunlight.”
Susan carefully tapped the glass sphere with her fingernail. “It definitely feels like you could break it easily. But what if it doesn’t work? Then you’d have to go into Gryffindor all over again, just to replace this one.”
“And that went so well the first time,” Victoria said. “I just wish I’d taken more of the spheres… I wonder what Pansy and Daphne did with theirs, after they got disqualified.”
“Fat chance of them sharing, even if they kept them,” Susan said. She cheerfully snatched a chipolata and gobbled it in a single bite.
Victoria gasped. “Hey! You had three already!”
“Here, have one of my sandwiches instead,” Susan said, pushing her paper plate towards Victoria.
“Betrayed for a sausage,” Victoria grumbled. She took a triangular sandwich from Susan’s plate and added it to her own. “At least you didn’t jinx me for it.”
“Hazard of being a Slytherin,” Susan joked, and her hand darted forward for another chipolata. Victoria slapped it away with a laugh.
“Stop it! There’s only two left!”
“Fine, fine. But speaking of Slytherin—” Susan’s face turned serious “—how are things?”
“Awkward,” Victoria said. “I can’t see how things will ever go back to normal. Best if we all just avoid each other from now on, I reckon.”
Susan made a sound of vague agreement. “So… what, you just never speak to them again? For six years?”
“Well, what else can I do?”
Susan just looked at her like she had said something very stupid. “You could talk to them about it, obviously. Tell them how you feel.”
That idea made Victoria very uncomfortable. She had never been good at that sort of stuff; it had always been easier to just let things lie. “I don’t know…”
Susan shrugged. “The way I see it, if you don’t want to talk about it, then you just have to let it go. You can’t ignore them for years.”
“Let it go?” Victoria put her sandwich down in shock. “But you were the one who told me not to trust them in the first place! Now you’re saying I should forgive them?”
“Not forgive,” Susan said, raising her hands in a calming motion, “but maybe… move on. Like I did with my mum…”
Victoria stilled. Susan had never mentioned her mother before. She had wondered about it, of course, but she had never felt like she could ask.
“Your mum?”
Susan grimaced. “Never mind, it’s not important. We’re talking about your problems, not mine. So, do you really want to get up at six in the morning for years, just to avoid Pansy? Seems a bit much.”
“Maybe,” Victoria replied with a sigh. She took a chipolata and nibbled at it. “But they have to apologise first.”
“You’ll be waiting a long time, if you think they’re just gonna to say sorry out of the blue,” Susan said. “If you want an apology, you’ll have to say something.”
As Susan predicted, an apology from Pansy was not forthcoming. For several days Victoria continued to voluntarily exclude herself from the group, but matters came to a head one morning during the second week of the holiday.
It was bound to happen eventually: in spite of her resolution to get up early every day, Victoria overslept. She didn’t even realise it at first. She woke up cosy and warm, cocooned in her covers with her mind still fuzzy with sleep. It didn’t really register when the other girls began to get up.
Millicent was first, taking her time to get ready for the day, the gentle sounds of her humming eventually disappearing into the bathroom. Tracey came next, groaning and cursing as she rummaged through her bedside cabinet before stumbling after Millicent. It was only when she slammed the bathroom door behind her that Victoria was shocked rudely into full wakefulness.
She immediately jumped into action, cursing her bad luck—there were only three showers in Adder Dorm, and the one at the end had a faulty Warming Charm. Knowing she was in for a cold shower, but determined to use the bathroom before Pansy and Daphne woke up, she quickly stripped out of her nightgown, wrapped a towel around herself and grabbed her bag of toiletries.
She entered the bathroom to a sauna-like atmosphere, with curtains of steam hanging thick in the air, clinging to every surface except the Mist-Free Mirrors above the sinks. The showers were at the far end of the room, each one set into a stone alcove, from which came the sounds of running water and Tracey’s muttered swearing. Victoria frowned. Why was she using the cold shower?
A faucet turned with an iron squeak, and then a hand emerged from one of the alcoves to pluck a towel from a hook. A moment later Pansy emerged, wrapped in the towel and wringing out her dark hair.
“Morning, Victoria,” Pansy said, her tone pleasant as she moved across to one of the sinks.
Victoria froze, shocked by Pansy’s presence. Her hesitation cost her. Tracey quickly shut off the cold shower and, without any shame, hopped naked across to the alcove which Pansy had just vacated, sticking her tongue out at Victoria on the way.
“Too slow, Vicky!”
Pansy laughed. “Bad luck. You might want to wait—I had to use the cold one yesterday, and it’s not worth it.”
Her unexpected friendliness completely wrong-footed Victoria. It was easy to ignore someone when you were avoiding them completely, but it was much harder when they were in front of you and making jokes. She couldn’t just say nothing. It would have been rude.
“Uh, thanks,” she said at last. She moved over to the sink next to Pansy. “I guess I can brush my teeth first.”
Pansy shook out her hair and began to remove a vast array of tubes and jars from her toiletries bag. “So,” she said, quite casually, “you’re speaking to me again, are you?”
Once again, Pansy’s words put Victoria off balance, this time with their directness. She ducked her head and focused on pouring out a small beaker of toothpotion. “I, uh, hadn’t realised you’d noticed.”
“Well, of course I noticed,” Pansy said. “I’m not blind.” She began to apply moisturiser to her face. “To be honest, I thought it was rather immature. Really, who still does the ‘silent treatment’ thing at our age?”
Victoria blushed, suddenly feeling very self-conscious. Did everyone else think the same as Pansy—that she had been acting childishly? She dipped her toothbrush into the beaker of potion and began to brush her teeth, a mint-flavoured, tingly foam filling her mouth as she brushed. It was a rather convenient excuse not to respond.
“Anyway,” Pansy continued, “I figured you’d get over it sooner or later. I suppose you’re still upset about Gryffindor tower, then?”
With her toothbrush in her mouth, Victoria didn’t answer immediately. She felt dreadfully unprepared to have this conversation with Pansy, even after she had discussed it with Susan. She hadn’t practiced what she would say in her head beforehand, nor had she worked up the necessary courage for a confrontation. She wasn’t even wearing any clothes! Pansy had rather successfully ambushed her, and now Victoria had to answer or she’d look even more childish. She spat out a mouthful of foam and, with great effort, forced herself to meet Pansy’s gaze.
“You never said sorry for jinxing me.”
Pansy raised an eyebrow. “And do you think Marcus Flint apologises to Oliver Wood each time he scores a goal?”
“That’s different.”
“Not really,” Pansy said airily. “They’re both games, aren’t they? You can’t even say I broke the rules, because there weren’t any. I’d say you’re a sore loser, but you didn’t lose! We’re disqualified and you’re still in the running. So what’s the problem?”
Victoria paused, frustration filling her as she realised that Pansy might actually have a point. This was exactly why she had wanted to prepare for any confrontation—she was sure that there must be a hole in Pansy’s arguments, because her gut still told her that she had been dreadfully wronged, but it was difficult to see how best to respond.
She would just have to try her best. “It’s just… jinxing each other isn’t something friends do.” Even as she said it, she felt like it was a rather lame objection. “I thought we were friends, but I guess not.”
Pansy sighed and shook her head. “But of course we’re friends! Really, there’s no need to be so dramatic. Maybe we got a little rough, but it was all just part of the challenge. It doesn’t mean anything! And anyway, who cares about some silly Restricted Section pass?”
Victoria dearly wanted to shout, “I do!” but the words would not come. Everything Pansy was saying just sounded so… reasonable. Her tone was patient, if a bit patronising, and her words provided such an easy way out of their conflict. All Victoria had to do was take the offer and things could go back to normal.
In the face of such an olive branch, how could she insist on maintaining her grudge? It would look childish, petulant, and worst of all, the others would think Pansy was the one who was being reasonable and mature.
In the end, she lost the opportunity to respond one way or the other. The sound of water from the far shower stopped and Tracey stepped out from the alcove, vigorously drying her hair with her towel.
"Right then,” she declared. She had heard everything, of course. “Is everyone finished being silly now?"
Victoria sighed. "Yes."

Following the confrontation in the bathroom, things began to return to normal. Victoria began sitting with the girls in the common room again, still on the periphery of their conversations but chipping in now and then with her thoughts. She stopped getting up early in the morning, and ate with the others in the Great Hall.
Daphne had clearly heard about Victoria and Pansy’s conversation, because she was now going out of her way to be exceedingly nice to Victoria. That evening, Victoria had found the swimsuit copy of Witch Weekly resting on her pillow before bed. A note was stuck to the cover, written in Daphne's distinctly beautiful handwriting:

  I thought you might like to borrow this. The one on page 24 is perfect for you!


  D xxx

Victoria had poured over every page of the magazine before going to sleep that night. Later that week, when she stepped out of the shower, she discovered that someone had switched her towel with a much fluffier one. It was light pink, smelled of fresh roses and had a Warming Charm sewn into it. She almost groaned with happiness when she wrapped it around her dripping body. Of course, after a year of sharing the same bathroom, she knew the towel by sight: it was one of Daphne's.
Confronted with such a relentless campaign of niceness, it was inevitable that Victoria would eventually make up with Daphne too.
It happened on Friday evening in the common room. As usual, Victoria was sitting on a cushion with a book in her lap, half-listening to the conversation around her. Even though she was reading, she sat right at the centre of the first years, her cushion positioned at the head of the coffee table. She liked it there, where she could chip in with the occasional comment without fully involving herself, and by now everyone recognised that it was her spot.
Another cushion dropped to the floor next to Victoria; a moment later it was followed by blonde hair, blue eyes and a cute, upturned nose.
“Good book?”
“Not particularly,” Victoria said. She glanced to her right, through the curtain of her own dark hair, to see Daphne giving her a brilliant smile. Victoria sighed, realising that she was about to have another uncomfortable conversation. “Here,” she said, flicking the book closed so that Daphne could see the cover, keeping her finger inside to mark her page.
“Green Fingers by Hortensia Gardener,” Daphne read, her eyebrows rising. “Never knew you were that interested in Herbology.”
Victoria shrugged. “I’ve always liked plants, but this is for Snape’s stupid acorn. No matter what I do, I can’t get it to germinate.”
Daphne looked down, no doubt uncomfortable around the subject of Snape’s challenge. “That’s bad luck. I’m afraid I’m no help on that front… Herbology’s not my strong suit. Which is weird when you think about it, ‘cause Potions is my best class.”
Victoria put her book down. “I’ll figure it out eventually. How did you do it, anyway? Find all the common rooms, I mean. I’ve been wondering for ages... you always got there before me.”
“Oh, that?” Daphne said. “It’s simple, really. We just asked the house-elves.”
“The house-elves? I thought you were using divination!”
“I know,” Daphne said with a giggle, “we saw you going around with that conker a few times.”
Victoria blushed. She still wasn’t sure if castanology was true magic, or if the common rooms were just protected from it. “But house-elves! It’s so simple... I can’t believe I didn’t think of it.”
“It was actually harder than you’d think,” Daphne replied. “The little buggers are a nightmare to catch, let me tell you. House-elves aren’t meant to be seen, so you’ll never just run into one. We ended up having to make an awful mess and hide nearby, waiting for one to show up… they can’t stand to leave a mess for long, you see.”
“And then when the house-elf appears…”
“You just ask. They’re ever so keen to please, once you start talking to them. I don’t think they realise that we’re not supposed to know where the common rooms are.”
With such a reliable source of information, it was no wonder that they had beaten Victoria to every common room.
“How about you?” Daphne continued, “obviously Susan gave you Hufflepuff, but what about Ravenclaw?”
Victoria didn’t much fancy going into detail about Remus Lupin. “A family friend told me.”
“Oh.”
Their conversation lapsed. Luckily, Draco could always be depended on to fill an awkward silence. He was currently holding court on the topic of brooms.
“... of course, Nimbus usually waits five years between new racing brooms, but they’ve not got much choice. If they don’t start using Smethwyck’s Swivel Charm, they’ll be left behind… still, I wouldn’t be too happy if I’d just bought a Nimbus 2000...”
Daphne shifted on her cushion, moving closer. “Listen, Victoria, I know you had a chat with Pansy about Gryffindor tower. I just wanted to say… well, I’m sorry for how things turned out. I know Pansy says it’s all fair game, but still... we shouldn’t have jinxed you.”
For a moment, Victoria was speechless. An apology! A real one, not Pansy’s unique brand of non-apology.
“No, you shouldn’t,” she said, her voice suddenly thick with emotion. There was a wobbly feeling in her throat, like she was about to cry.
“Can we go back to normal?” Daphne asked.
“Okay.” Victoria quickly wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her robes, before her tears had a chance to fall.
Daphne gave her a hug and another brilliant smile. “Well then! In the name of normality, you can help me with my Transfiguration homework.”
Victoria laughed, but quickly fetched her quill, parchment, and a copy of her notes, and the two of them spent the rest of the evening talking about the Modality of Substance. It felt so good to be back to normal, chatting freely and sharing jokes, and that night she went to bed with a lightness in her step.
In the back of her mind, however, Victoria knew that things would never be the same. When she had arrived at Hogwarts, she had thought that it would be so different to the Muggle world, a place where she could finally leave behind the girls who laughed at her, who called her names and never let her join their games.
There was no denying that Hogwarts was much better on that front—she was far happier than she had ever been in the Muggle world. She had learnt an important lesson, however. Her new friends were not so different from her old ones.
The next time around, she would not be so naive.






      

  











Exams








  The reconciliation between Victoria, Daphne and Pansy was well-timed, because once the holidays ended they found themselves lacking the time or the energy to indulge in the drama of Easter. Classes resumed without any allowance for the fact they had recently been on holiday, with teachers launching straight into new topics and immediately setting large quantities of homework.
Although the others were groaning every evening about the quantity of work, Victoria found it thrilling, and once more she threw herself into her studies.
Her favourite class was currently Charms, where they were learning about the Basic Counter-Charm, by far the most complex spell she had encountered to date. It was an amazing piece of modern magic, a spell capable of transforming its own properties depending on what it was supposed to counter, and the theory behind it was fascinating, even incorporating elements of transfiguration magic. In truth, the full theory of the spell was beyond even Victoria at this stage, but Professor Flitwick was at least able to teach them the general outline, enough to tide them over until they studied counter-charms in detail in years to come.
Meanwhile, Professor Snape was introducing them to the concept of anti-potions like the Anti-Hurling Tonic and the Wakefulness Draught, which in fact shared many common features with counter-charms. An anti-potion was almost like a counter-charm given physical form, a potion which stopped something from happening, and indeed Professor Snape told them that there were some spells where the only known counter involved the use of an anti-potion.
As for Transfiguration, McGonagall was now teaching them the Transubstantiation Spell, which changed the substance of an object. Victoria took to it instantly, as she did with all transfiguration, and was soon progressing from changing the substance of whole objects to transforming only specific parts of those objects.
Her other classes were interesting but not quite so thrilling. In Defence Against the Dark Arts, Professor Quirrell had left behind the intriguing topic of jinxes and was now teaching them how to deal with dark pests like doxies and pixies. In History of Magic, Professor Flamel was expounding in detail on the founding of the Ministry of Magic, and in Herbology, they were learning how to judge the health of a plant with reference to the four elements.
Soon enough, spring turned to summer. The days got longer, the sun coming up well before Victoria woke in the morning, and setting only as she was going to bed in the evening. It was getting warmer too, and they often had long, uninterrupted weeks of sunshine which culminated in heavy storms. With such weather, the students were spending more and more time outdoors, and the Slytherin common room was increasingly empty during the day.
The arrival of summer was not wholly welcome, however, as it was also the season of exams. It was worst for the fifth and seventh years, who were about to take the Ministry’s O.W.L. and N.E.W.T. exams. A frenzied studiousness had overtaken the common room as they went about their increasingly panicked revision, anyone who spoke above a whisper finding themselves the recipient of fifty glares. It felt like the room was being steadily converted into a second library, with couches and coffee tables disappearing, replaced by large desks covered with mountains of books.
The first years had end-of-year exams too, though they were only informal ones set by their teachers. Unlike the fifth years, whose entry onto N.E.W.T. courses depended on their O.W.L. results, and the seventh years, whose future careers hung in the balance, for the first years the exams had little impact beyond that of bragging rights.
Unfortunately no-one seemed to have told the teachers. As they entered June, the students were greeted with a series of lectures on the importance of the upcoming exams as well as the necessity of thorough revision. To that end, the teachers had stopped introducing them to new magic and instead embarked upon a rigorous series of classes which were designed to consolidate everything they had learnt to date.
For many of Victoria’s classmates, this period represented the first time they were able to successfully cast the spells they had been learning. Only now did the concepts introduced at the start of the year make sense to them; ideas which had once been opaque suddenly seeming obvious in the light of everything they had subsequently studied. Of course animation charms invoked the aspect of Jupiter; all spells involving a dominant will required it. And how had they not understood the Hierarchy of Transubstantiation? Wasn’t it plain to see that dead substances needed a vital spark to become living?
Though intense, it was therefore also a time of joy as the students finally began to feel confident in their powers. Tracey was bouncing off the walls for days when she at last managed to cast the Fire-Starting Charm, and Daphne annoyed them all by whistling incessantly after she got the hang of whistling a flower into bloom. In Transfiguration, the entire class gave an embarrassed Neville Longbottom a standing ovation when he succeeded in turning his matchstick pointy.
For her part, Victoria had initially considered all this revision rather pointless. After all, unlike most of her peers, she had been able to cast these spells the first time around. Hermione Granger was in a similar situation, but the two girls had each reacted rather differently.
Hermione had moved onto second year material, winning points across their classes as she displayed her advanced knowledge. She impressed McGonagall with some rudimentary transfiguration of steam, and Flitwick had practically squealed in delight when she had managed to magically restore a torn sheet of parchment.
Meanwhile, Victoria kept her focus on first year spells, something which caused Hermione to send many smug looks in her direction. She tried not to let it get to her, secure in the belief that Hermione was making a mistake by moving on so quickly.
Victoria had quickly come to appreciate the importance of revision. As she looked back upon her earlier work, she was seeing entirely new connections which had previously eluded her. The more she revisited familiar material, the more she realised that successfully casting a spell was only the first step on the path to true mastery. There was so much more to each of the apparently simple spells they had learnt: while Susan was confidently levitating objects of increasing size, Victoria was figuring out how to make ten float with a single spell; while the class solidified water into ice beneath Professor McGonagall’s exacting eye, Victoria was learning how to solidify wine into grapes.
Though less flashy than Hermione’s shows of advanced magic, Victoria got a thrill every time she manipulated a spell to some slightly different purpose. It reminded her of the time before Hogwarts, back when she had been experimenting with magic all on her own, coaxing her powers to follow her will, a visceral connection to magic that learning spells by rote just couldn’t provide.
When all was said and done, she found herself enjoying their revision classes so much that she was sorry to see them end.
The exams were upon them in short order. As well as written papers, they had a practical test in each subject except for History of Magic, their final grade being the average of the two. It was a gruelling couple of weeks, filled with cramped hands from writing, long sessions in the library between exams and, after their Astronomy practical, very little sleep.
Victoria excelled. When Professor Flitwick, sitting with a feather before him, asked her to levitate something, she swept the Professor, the table and the feather up into the air with a single “Wingardium Leviosa!”. In Potions, she knew she had brewed a perfect Anti-Hurling Tonic, and she was quite happy with her Herbology paper, where she had correctly identified all the differences between mundane and venomous nettles.
The last Friday in June saw the first years lined along the Transfiguration corridor, awaiting their final exam. There was an unmistakable buzz in the air, a sense that the release of summer was just around the corner. They just had to get through one short test.
A door opened. “Abbott, Hannah,” called Madam Winters, one of the Readers studying under Professor McGonagall, and a plump blonde girl headed into her classroom. A moment later McGonagall emerged from a different door and beckoned Susan to come forward.
Victoria gave Susan a hug before she left. “G’luck.”
The wait was intolerable, short though it was. Six minutes later Susan emerged from McGonagall’s classroom looking very relieved. She was assaulted with a storm of questions the moment she returned.

  “Is it hard?”


  “What did you do?”


  “Please tell me there’s no shaping.”

Susan simply shook her head and pushed through the crowd. “I’m not allowed to talk about it,” she said repeatedly as she made her way down the corridor. “Sorry!” She caught Victoria’s eye and gave her a thumbs up before heading off.
McGonagall reappeared. “Boot, Terry!”
And so it went. Some people were quick, like Susan. Hermione took about ninety seconds. Others took a lot longer, though no one was gone for more than fifteen minutes. Victoria supposed there was some kind of time limit in place—if you couldn’t do it, they just took pity on you and let you go.
Soon enough—
“Potter, Victoria,” McGonagall called.
The Transfiguration classroom had been stripped bare. The posters had been turned to face the walls, and all the tables and chairs were gone. In their place was a large wooden chest, a scroll of parchment resting on its top, and to its side a pool of water had been cut into the flagstone floor.
McGonagall made her way to a chair in the corner and conjured a clipboard. “Good afternoon, Miss Potter. This test consists of a single task, which is designed to assess the three skills you have studied this year. Using the items in front of you and the magic of transfiguration alone, you are to open the locked chest. Do you have any questions?”
Victoria shook her head, her mind whirring. Was she supposed to transfigure the chest? It was a mixture of wood and metal, but they hadn’t covered combined substances yet. Even worse, the chest was much bigger than anything she’d transfigured to date. But what alternatives were there?
“Then you may begin.”
Desperately hoping for some clue, Victoria reached for the scroll on top of the chest. It contained a detailed drawing of a key.
Of course.
It was simple: using the Solidification Spell, they were to turn some of the water into ice. Once in that form, they could use the Shaping Spell to form it into the shape of a key, using the drawing as a guide. Then it was a simple matter of using the Transubstantiation Spell to turn the ice key into something less brittle, so that it wouldn’t snap in the lock.
Victoria took her wand from the loop at her waist, relief flooding her body. It would be over in a matter of seconds. But just as she opened her mouth to utter the first incantation, something very strange happened. A new awareness came to her, as if she was waking from a dream and seeing the world for the first time. It was an almost dizzying experience, a surreal feeling of hyper-reality, like the way her ears would go pop after swimming, bringing with it the return of sound.
In that mindset, her entire view of transfiguration shifted. The moment she thought of the Solidification Spell, she saw how it would flow into the Shaping Spell, forming a single, unified process, and the same in turn for the Transubstantiation Spell. They weren’t separate spells, really—they were all different aspects of the same process. It was like running. You didn’t think about lifting one leg up, then pushing off with the other… once you knew how, you just did it.
Her wand jabbed forward—a tight grip, a slight twist. No words were spoken. The water shimmered, and at the centre of the pool a metal key coalesced. Dazed, Victoria knelt down and fished the key from the water. What had she just done?
The key fit perfectly; with a click, the chest swung open. Victoria glanced at McGonagall, who was looking at her with something suspiciously like pride.
“An impressive display,” she said, placing her clipboard on her lap. “Are you aware of the nature of the magic you just performed?”
Victoria shook her head.
McGonagall smiled. “In class, I have referred to transfiguration as an art. This is no slip of the tongue. You should understand that transfiguration is as much a technique as it is a set of spells. Each spell teaches an aspect of transfiguration magic, but together they form a single unified body of theory. For those who truly grasp the principles, who see the art as a whole, individual spells are quite unnecessary. Though I must confess, I have never seen a student perform transfiguration by technique before their fourth year.” She cocked her head. “Perhaps it relates to your particular abilities? But no, not even Miss Tonks…”
As McGonagall muttered to herself, Victoria looked at her wand, wondering if she’d be able to duplicate the feat. Already her strange awareness of the world was fading. “So… does this mean I can transfigure anything?”
Professor McGonagall’s focus snapped back to Victoria. “Why don’t you try?”
She imagined the chest forming into a lion, huge and ferocious, and, just as she did before, jabbed her wand. Nothing happened. If Victoria didn’t know better, she could have sworn she saw McGonagall’s lips twitching.
“Transfiguration by technique comes from your ability to see the connections between different processes,” McGonagall explained. “As with most magic, there is no shortcut to mastery. You must first learn the component parts before you can put them together.”
Victoria couldn’t help but feel disappointed. “I understand.”
“Good.” McGonagall took out a pocket watch. “Your exam is now complete; please proceed to the Great Hall for activities with Professor Trelawney. And remember, not a word to your fellow students.”

That night, a storm broke over Hogwarts. The deep rumble of thunder shook the castle to its roots, rain fell in sheets, and forked lightning lit up the sky, striking the peak of the Astronomy Tower again and again.
Down in the dungeons, Victoria woke suddenly, a hand shaking her awake. She squinted at the figure silhouetted between the curtains of her four-poster bed.
“What…? Daphne?”
“Come quick!”
Daphne tossed Victoria her dressing gown. The others were getting up too, stumbling out of bed and lighting candles. Outside the dorm, footsteps could be heard rushing up and down the staircase. The whole of Slytherin was on the move.
“What’s going on?” Victoria asked. “What time is it?”
The door swung open, bright light from the landing assaulting Victoria’s eyes. A thatch of messy red hair appeared—Gemma Farley, the fifth year prefect.
“Everyone ready?” she said, her eyes landing on Victoria, who was still struggling sleepily into her dressing gown. “Hurry up, let’s go!”
She led them out of the common room and into the castle, the sound of thunder increasing in volume as they ascended towards the surface. Tracey’s hand found Victoria’s, clutching it tightly every time another boom rattled the castle. Other groups of students were out and about, some of them running and shouting; the whole school was awake, curfew forgotten, and everyone seemed to be heading in the same direction.
The lightning made itself known the moment they reached the ground floor. It was immediately clear that this was no normal storm: regular flashes illuminated the corridors with a harsh white light, and rolling thunder followed on its heels, so deep and powerful that Victoria could feel it in her chest. Tracey would jump in shock with every lighting strike, a small whine escaping her mouth. The rest of the girls were in little better state. None of them had ever experienced a storm like this.
“Where are we going?” Pansy asked after a particularly long rumble of thunder, “shouldn’t we be staying away from the storm?”
Gemma pushed on. “Trust me, you’ll want to get a good look at this one.”
They approached the quadrangle outside the library, where a large number of students had gathered to watch the storm. The cloisters were packed with those huddling away from the heavy rain, but the crowd was now growing so large that it was spilling over into the soaked courtyard.
“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Gemma said, and she pointed her wand at a group of drenched first years. “Impervious!” Her spell redirected the rain around them, repulsed like one magnet from another. Under normal conditions the effect would have been invisible, but that night the rain was so thick that it formed a watery dome around the spell.
Lightning flashed, and this time Victoria saw it, a crackling, branching fork which crossed the sky rather than shooting downwards, casting an almost purplish light on the clouds around it. It seemed to go on forever, a new branch shooting off even as another faded. The crowd cried out, some of them in appreciation, others in fear.
Tracey was still gripping Victoria’s hand, but now a grin was on her face. “Awesome.”
“Out of the way!”
Professor McGonagall hurried past, students parting before her. She was in her nightclothes, fluffy slippers and all, and was escorted by two clanking suits of animated armour. “Back to bed, all of you!” she shouted, not breaking her stride, but she barely seemed to notice that her command was universally ignored. She made her way across the courtyard and ducked back inside the castle though a side door.
“What’s that about, do you reckon?” Pansy asked. It was the question on everyone’s lips, wild speculation making its way around the crowd.
Not long after McGonagall had disappeared back into the castle, the enormous gamekeeper Hagrid followed in her footsteps, accompanied by Professor Flitwick. Hagrid was carrying a crossbow the size of a small car, an equally oversized hound walking to heel.
“... you have shut the gates, I assume?” Flitwick was saying. He was almost running to keep up with Hagrid’s long strides. “He mustn’t be allowed to escape!”
“Locked ‘er down completely,” Hagrid responded. “Only way out’s through the forest, an’ I don’t fancy even his chances there.”
Flitwick went through the same door as McGonagall; Hagrid stayed behind, taking up a position outside the door, his crossbow pointed unwaveringly at it.
It was then that Victoria felt something strange: the back of her neck prickled, a shiver running down her spine, and suddenly the wind picked up, blowing in every direction, whipping her hair and dressing gown as it swirled around her. She wasn’t alone in feeling it; the entire crowd gasped.
“There!” a boy shouted, “on the third floor!”
All eyes followed his pointed finger to a line of windows looking down on the courtyard. Flashes of light were coming from within, blue and red and silver, and then a mighty voice could be heard through the whistling wind, echoing with power:
“...ima car...em!”
The storm died. Rain became drizzle, and the castle fell into darkness as the lightning petered out. The students waited. And waited.
Eventually, when nothing more seemed likely to happen, they returned to bed.






      

  











The Founder's Oak








  The end of term approached. While the upper years were still finishing off their exams, the first years took it easy, the teachers perhaps recognising that their students’ minds were now closed for business until the following September.
They still had to attend class, of course, but no new magic was expected of them. Professor Flitwick had them creating posters to replace the fading ones on his walls, and he even let them listen to the wireless while they played around with paint, glue, and stencils. Professor Flamel spent his classes regaling them with fascinating tales of medieval France, and in Herbology, Professor Sprout showed them how to make daisy chains that were stronger than steel. Even Snape, in an unusual concession to “end of term frivolity”, performed a series of demonstrations which largely involved making things explode. He did spend most of that lesson making snide comments regarding Neville Longbottom’s ability to achieve the same results by merely looking at a cauldron, but for Snape that was positively jolly.
Of all their classes, however, it was Defence Against the Dark Arts that had everyone talking. Without any prior warning or explanation, the class had been cancelled. As the days wore on, it was becoming clear that Professor Quirrell would not be returning from wherever he had disappeared to. The school was alive with rumours: he’d been caught having an affair with Professor Vector, the Arithmancy Mistress; he’d been eaten by his turban; he had stuttered so hard that his head had exploded.
Nobody knew the truth of the matter, and the teachers weren’t telling.
The last day of term coincided with the conclusion of the quidditch season. Ravenclaw beat Gryffindor handily, crushing the latter’s hopes of winning the House Cup, and that evening, after the end-of-year feast, a party took place in Slytherin common room to celebrate their victory.
With music playing on the gramophone and a plentiful quantity of butterbeer, the mood was certainly upbeat. Several bottles of time-turned wine had been acquired and were making their way around the older students, some of whom had perhaps drunk a bit too much. Next to the gramophone, Rebecca Hale was clutching a glass and dancing in a manner that would have horrified Professor McGonagall, but which was greeted with enthusiastic cheers from the boys.
Victoria was not participating. She had secluded herself in a corner with her flowerpot, acorn and glass sphere of sunlight, a pile of herbology books around her. Though she would have dearly liked to join the party, she simply couldn’t afford to waste a single minute, and nothing Daphne or Tracey said could change her mind. If she didn’t make the acorn grow that evening, she would fail Snape’s challenge.
That wasn’t an option. She’d never failed at anything since she started at Hogwarts.
“Having fun?”
It was Draco, his blond hair slicked back as always, a wild grin on his face. He threw himself into the chair opposite her and put his feet up on a stool.
“You seem cheerful,” Victoria said.
Draco looked around surreptitiously. “Flint gave me some wine. You could probably get some too, if you asked nicely. I saw Becca letting Daphne have more than a little out of her glass.”
Victoria snorted. “Figures. But no thanks—I’m busy.” She gestured to the books in front of her.
“So I see,” Draco said. “Honestly, I thought you’d have given up by now. You must really want that pass.”
“All the books on alchemy are in the Restricted Section,” Victoria explained. “And Professor Flamel won’t teach me alchemy unless I already know some.”
Draco’s eyebrows rose. “Flamel promised to teach you alchemy?”
“Um, I wouldn’t say promised… but he wouldn’t have tested me if he wasn’t open to the idea, would he?”
“Well then,” Draco said, taking his feet off the stool and sitting up properly. “What seems to be the problem? Perhaps I can help.”
It was just like Draco to think that he would be able to immediately solve a problem that had been troubling Victoria for months.
“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to ruin your party.”
“Nonsense!” he declared. “Now, let’s see…”  He examined the flowerpot and acorn. “So I know these are from Hufflepuff and Ravenclaw… which means this—” he picked up the glass sphere “—must be from Gryffindor. No idea how you got in there.”
Victoria blinked. “You got the Hufflepuff and Ravenclaw items?”
“Of course,” Draco said, “those are the easy ones, after all. But what’s the problem? You’ve got the items, why haven’t you just combined them?”
“I don’t know how,” Victoria explained, “I’ve waved the sunlight over the seed, and tried burying it in there, but it doesn’t do anything. If nothing else works, I think I’ll just try smashing it, but I’d prefer to avoid that if… what?”
Draco was laughing. “Could it be? At last, I know something that the great Victoria Potter doesn’t!”
“You actually know the answer?” Victoria asked, dumbfounded. How could he, when he hadn’t even collected all the items? “Tell me!”
But Draco just grinned. “Hold your hippogriffs! If this pass is so important to you, I think I should get a fair reward for my help, don’t you?”
Victoria’s jaw clenched. She was so close! “What do you want?”
“Half,” he said. “You have the pass half the time, I have it the other half.”
“That’s not fair. I got all the items, you only got two.”
Draco just smirked at that. “But you still need my help to win, don’t you? And I wouldn’t be able to win without that sphere. So the way I see it, that makes us equal partners.”
“Fine,” Victoria said, crossing her arms. Once again, she had no choice. “But I’m not giving you the sphere. You tell me how to put them together, and I go to Snape to get the prize. Not you.”
“But—”
“Take it or leave it.”
She had learnt that lesson with Pansy. There was no way she was going to go on trust again.
Draco sighed and extended his hand. “Deal.”
They shook on it.
“Well? Victoria said. “How do I do it?”
He chuckled again. “I still can’t believe I have to tell you this… there are four houses at Hogwarts, not three.”
Victoria gaped at him, his words taking a moment to register. “No…” She covered her face with her hands, groaning as Draco continued to laugh. It was so painfully, embarrassingly obvious. How had she not seen it? Why hadn’t Susan pointed it out?
But that wasn’t fair. Susan only knew about the challenge through Victoria, and, thinking back, Victoria had clearly told her that she had to retrieve items from Hufflepuff, Ravenclaw, and Gryffindor. It had never occurred to her that there was an item in Slytherin too.
She looked at the objects. It was clear what she needed. “Water!”
She leapt to her feet, snatched the items up, and ran to the stairs. Draco’s footsteps followed, and they raced to the top. He overtook her somewhere around the fifth-year dorms.
The sound of rushing water greeted her at the summit, past the seventh-year landing, where a ladder led up to the long, stone tunnel. Victoria arrived just in time to see Draco’s form disappearing through the waterfall at the end of the tunnel, and she raced to follow him into the cavern beyond.
It was just as beautiful as it had been the first time: below them, bisected by a stone bridge, a deep pool of water was fed by a series of overflowing pools, and above them were hundreds of tiny wild fairies, their glow just enough to see by.
“What now?” Draco said. “We didn’t bring any swim-robes!”
Victoria pointed to a series of stone ledges which led down to the highest of the pools. “That’ll do!” She passed the flowerpot to Draco and slipped the glass sphere into her robe pocket. Doing so freed her hands, essential for the treacherous scramble down from the bridge to the top ledge. The last thing she wanted was to fall into the pool while still in her robes, especially given how cold the water looked.
“Now pass me the pot!” she called when she reached the ledge below, having to shout over the sound of the waterfall. Draco did so with only a few nervous glances at the water, leaning over as far as he dared while Victoria reached back up towards the bridge. Her fingers brushed clay, and then the pot was in her hands.
A few careful jumps and she was beside the pool. Kneeling down, she made sure the acorn was still buried properly, then used both hands to cup freezing water into the pot.
“And now the moment of truth.”
She fished the sphere out of her pocket and, all doubts cast aside, cracked the glass on the rim of the pot like an egg. Sunlight burst forth, filling the cave with its warm, golden rays. High above, the fairies buzzed angrily, but Victoria only had eyes for the pot.
Before her eyes, a sapling sprouted from the soil, its slender stem rising to a height of almost six inches, and from its top grew three green oak leaves.
“Yes!” she cried, pumping both fists into the air, and she could have cried from the surge of deep satisfaction that filled her. Finally, after so many hours of work, after all the frustration and betrayal, she’d done it.
Draco offered to take the plant while she ascended back towards the bridge, but she refused to let it leave her hands. Could she trust him, or would he run off with it and claim her victory? She couldn’t risk it. Not when she was so close.
Once she was clear of the pool, they wasted no time in heading straight for Professor Snape’s office. They practically ran back downstairs, pushing their way through the busy common room and out into the corridor leading to Snape’s office. 
“You will keep to our deal, won’t you?” Draco asked as they walked, a hint of nervousness in his voice. No doubt he had realised that, if she wanted to, Victoria could now easily ditch him.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “You’ll get the pass—half of each month, just like I promised.”
Draco looked relieved. “Good. You’re not the only one who thinks Pansy was wrong to stab you in the back, you know. Father always says it’s important to have a reputation for keeping your word. If you don’t, then who’s ever going to do business with you?”
“Sounds like good advice.”
They stopped outside Snape’s door. “This is it,” Victoria said, suddenly nervous. What if she had done something wrong?
“Go on,” Draco said. “I’ll be waiting.”
Victoria knocked.
“Enter!”
She did so. The interior of Snape’s office was in disarray, half-filled boxes everywhere, books and jars of ingredients strewn higgledy-piggledy across every surface. In the midst of it all loomed Professor Snape, arms raised like a conductor, his brow furrowed in concentration as objects sailed through the air into boxes. A number of them had clearly missed their targets, but to be fair, he wasn’t using a wand.
Victoria wasn’t sure which surprised her more: the fact that someone else could do wandless magic, or the revelation that the teachers didn’t live in the castle during the holidays.
Snape’s dark eyes fell upon Victoria’s plant and he lowered his hands. “Potter. Cutting it a bit close, aren’t we?”
She didn’t quite know what to say to that. It was true—she should have figured it out much sooner.
Snape stepped forward and proceeded to examine the sapling, holding a magnifying glass to the leaves, tapping the stem with his wand, and even sniffing it. Victoria tried not to fidget as he did so, though his close proximity made her rather uncomfortable.
“Very well,” he said at last, “it appears to be the genuine article. May I?” He took the plant from her and placed on it his desk. “If I recall, I offered a year’s pass to the Restricted Section?”
Victoria nodded eagerly, and Snape rummaged through his desk for a sheet of parchment and a quill. He scribbled something on the parchment, tore off the end, and passed it to her. It read:

  I, Professor Severus Snape, Head of Slytherin House and Potions Master of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, hereby grant the bearer access to the Restricted Section until 1 July 1993.

“Thank you!” she said with a grin. She was going to spend the entire summer dreaming about the books she could read.
But Snape just sighed. “Another year, another disappointment.”
Victoria frowned. “What do you mean, sir? I completed the challenge, didn’t I?”
“You completed the challenge I described,” Snape said. “But you failed the one I didn’t.”
“I don’t understand.”
He gestured towards the plant. “Do you know what this is?” She shook her head. “Precisely. For your information, Potter, it is an extremely rare species known as the Founders’ Oak. It grows only under very special conditions—namely, when its four ingredients are obtained through acts exemplifying the qualities valued by the founders of Hogwarts.”
Suddenly the challenge made sense. She’d obtained the flowerpot through friendship, the acorn by cleverness, the sunlight through bravery, and the water… she’d got that by striking a bargain.
“You tricked us!” she cried, realisation dawning on her. “You couldn’t make it yourself, could you?”
Snape smiled. It was not a pleasant smile, all yellow teeth and glimmering eyes. “Indeed. For an adult wizard, an act of bravery would require a much greater investment of time and effort… but for a child? Passing through fire is bravery enough.”
Victoria couldn’t believe it. He was supposed to be a teacher! Using kids to collect rare plants was dishonest! And worse, she’d just given it to him, even after she had resolved to stop trusting people so blindly.
She sighed. There was no undoing it now. “So what’s so special about it? The oak, I mean.”
Snape picked up the plant and admired it. “As a sapling, little. But the tree, once mature, is a powerful anchor for spells of all kinds… so long as the tree survives, the spell tied to it cannot be broken. Legend has it that there are seven such trees within the Forbidden Forest, planted there by the founders themselves, and that the school’s protective enchantments are bound to them. Now do you understand? You just exchanged a powerful magical artefact, without knowing its true value, for a scrap of paper.”
She looked down at the pass in her hands. Suddenly, it didn’t bring her nearly as much joy.
“It doesn’t matter,” she said stubbornly, trying to persuade herself as much as him. “I got what I wanted.”
Snape’s lip curled. “Foolish girl. If you truly believe that, then not only have you failed the challenge, you have also failed to learn the lesson it imparts. Now leave me, before I lose my patience. As you can see, I’m quite busy.”

The next morning, Victoria woke to chaos. Slytherin was in disarray, littered with robes, books and potions equipment. Contrary to appearances, however, Peeves the Poltergeist had not managed to break in overnight. A rather more benign cause was to blame: the Hogwarts Express was due to depart at ten o’clock and the majority of the house had yet to pack.
Adder Dorm was no exception. Only Pansy was ready to go, her enormous wardrobe pressed, folded and neatly arranged within her trunk days ago. She’d even organised it by colour. The rest of them had barely started: Millicent was still sleeping, Tracey was swearing as she rummaged through a mountain of dirty laundry, and Daphne’s trunk was already full, despite the fact that she still had over half her robes piled on her bed.
“It doesn’t make sense!” Daphne was saying. “It all fit at the start of the year!”
Pansy laughed from her perch on top of her trunk, where she was eating a slice of toast while watching Daphne pack like it was a spectator sport. “Last time it was packed by a house-elf. You haven’t folded it properly, of course it’s not going to fit.”
Being generally tidy (a habit instilled by the Dursleys), and having much less stuff than the other girls, Victoria was the next to finish. Only a tower of library books remained, taken out over the course of the year and never returned. She sighed—she was going to have to skip breakfast.
Books levitating before her, she headed off to the library where she joined the long queue of students returning books at the last minute. The librarian Madam Pince glared at each one of them, her beady eyes checking the books fastidiously for any sign of damage. The whole process took so long that even Millicent had finished packing by the time Victoria returned to the dorm.
They then made their way to the Entrance Hall, which put the chaos of Slytherin house to shame. Pandemonium ruled: the entire student body was milling around, an obstacle course of trunks, owls and cats, and the noise was incredible, a boisterous racket of shouting and laughter.
“Out of the way!” a boy shouted, just before a pretty girl ran past, jumping over Tracey’s trunk. The boy followed immediately after, almost knocking Daphne to the ground.
“Moon!” he shouted, “give me my wand back!”
Pansy sniffed. “Those two are a hazard.”
They headed further into the crowd, wanting to get as close to the doors as possible—that was where the carriages would be leaving from. Professor McGonagall was standing next to the entrance, her voice ringing out above the hubbub: “Remember your reports! We expect your parents to sign them!”
When the doors finally opened, the crowd lurched forward, and it wasn’t long before the girls were climbing into a carriage. Victoria looked back at Hogwarts for the entire ride to the station, trying to fix the sight of the castle in her memory. It was going to be a long summer, and the Muggle world was going to feel dreadfully dull compared to the excitement of magic.
The journey back to London was therefore filled with a sense of approaching doom, a feeling which intensified when the girls opened their reports on the train. Victoria had received an Outstanding in all her subjects, but that wasn’t what worried her. No, the concerning thing was the short notice accompanying the report:

  Students are reminded that the use of unsupervised magic prior to the achievement of Ordinary Wizarding Levels is strictly forbidden by the Decree for the Reasonable Restriction of Underage Sorcery.

She sulked for the rest of the journey, staring glumly out the window with her forehead pressed against the glass. She was to be cut off not only from Hogwarts and her friends, but also from magic itself. It was so unfair!
Mountains became hills; hills became farmland. The signs of Muggle civilisation began to appear, with electrical lines crossing overhead and walls sprayed with graffiti lining the tracks. The trolley witch distributed sandwiches and juice, and soon after that they were pulling into Platform Five and a Half at King’s Cross Station.
The students spilled out onto the platform where their families awaited them. Hugs, kisses, and even some tears followed. Victoria hung back from it all, having no one to greet her. The Dursleys would be waiting on the Muggle side.
“Victoria! There you are!”
Susan approached, her trunk and father in tow.
“Hello, Mister Bones,” Victoria said, greeting the lanky man with a little bob that was almost a curtsey.
“I thought I told you to call me Bruce?” he said, looking down at her with kind, brown eyes. “You’re going to need to remember my name if you’re spending the summer with us, after all!”
Hope fluttered in Victoria’s heart. “Stay with you?” She looked between Susan and Mr Bones; Susan was beaming.
“Still got to sort out all the details with Dumbledore, of course,” Mr Bones said, waving his hand. “Security and whatnot. But you should be with us for August, if you’ve no objection?”
Victoria pounced on Susan, enveloping her in a tight hug.
“Thankyou-thankyou-thankyou!”
Mr Bones smiled. “I’ll take that as a yes. Shall we?”
They made for the portal to the Muggle world, where the Dursleys were waiting, dressed in their Sunday finest. Vernon’s face reddened the moment he saw her; Petunia glanced around nervously. Victoria grinned and swished her robes a little as she walked towards them, watching as Vernon’s eye began to twitch.
Mr Bones extended a hand in greeting. “You must be Victoria’s family.”
“Extended family,” Vernon said, a battle playing out on his face as he stared at Mr Bones’ hand. Clearly he was struggling to decide which was worse: touching a wizard, or turning down a handshake. Eventually he settled upon gripping Mr Bones’ hand extremely tightly. “A pleasure to meet you. Now come on girl, before too many people see you in that ridiculous get-up.”
Bruce and Susan looked distinctly nonplussed, but Vernon was already striding away, Petunia and Dudley scurrying behind him.
Bruce coughed. “Charming fellow.”
“Er, see you soon, I guess,” Victoria said, feeling rather embarrassed about the whole thing. “Write me?”
Susan hugged her again. “Twice a week! And, um, try to have a good holiday.” She scowled at Vernon’s retreating back.
“Don’t worry about the Dursleys. I know exactly how to handle them.”
And then Victoria was off, hurrying after her family, calling out at the top of her voice so that all the station could hear:
“Uncle Vernon, wait! Don’t you want to see my magic report? I got an Outstanding in Potions, you know!”

  End of Part One
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